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Accreditation in higher education institutions continues to be regarded as the seal
of collegiate quality even while questions have been raised about its effectiveness and
what the process accepts as evidence of improved student learning. As a result, many
regional accrediting agencies are requiring higher education institutions to implement
assessments of student learning outcomes tied to student learning and instructional
program improvements. New accreditation models based on quality management
principles have been developed to support continuous improvement efforts in higher
education. One such model, the Academic Quality Improvement Program (AQIP), was
developed by North Central Accreditation (NCA) and has, as its foundational criterion, a
focus on helping students learn.
A web-based survey was sent to 143 AQIP member community and technical
college personnel who were most responsible for assessment of such student learning
outcomes. The survey included questions for two program areas, General and
Occupational Education, regarding the (a) participant's familiarity and involvement with
AQIP, (b) assessment plan elements, (c) measurable data collection methods, (d) general
evidence of assessment activities, (e) improvements in the teaching/learning process, and

(f) obstacles encountered that may impede the assessment of student learning outcomes
processes.
Responses from 75 individuals (a 52.4% response rate) responsible for their
college's assessment of student learning revealed that assessment plans at these AQIPaccredited institutions do exist, and are written, implemented, and embedded as part of
their institutional culture and operational strategy. Significant differences between
General and Occupational Education programs were found in the use of comparative
data, communication with external stakeholders, faculty involvement in the assessment
practices, perceived levels of improvement in the teaching/learning process, and the
perceived obstacles in assessment processes. However, both program areas indicated
there have been improvements in student learning outcomes and the teaching/learning
processes, and that continuous improvement principles were being practiced to a high
degree.
Moreover, although this study confirmed the existence of obstacles in the
assessment processes, it also confirmed that most of these AQIP-accredited schools are
reporting that assessment of student learning outcomes is indeed occurring.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Higher education institutions are being challenged to show evidence that students
are actually learning and gaining knowledge (Baker, 2002; Carnoy & Loeb, 2002; Ewell,
2001; Saint Germain, 2008). Policymakers and the general public have raised concerns
about the quality educational programs and student learning outcomes, with such
concerns translating into losses in enrollment, funding, and accreditation (Dill, Massy,
Williams, & Cook, 1996; Eaton, 2003; Immerwahr & Johnson, 2010; Leef & Burris,
2002; Wegner, 2008). Stakeholders, including state and federal governmental agencies,
are asking whether students are really learning and if student outcomes data are being
used for program improvement purposes (Choban, 2005; Ewell, 2001; Immerwahr,
Johnson, & Gasbarra, 2008; Lopez, 1999). As a result, many regional accrediting
agencies now require higher education institutions to implement assessments of student
learning outcomes tied to student learning and instructional program improvements.
In the United States, schools and colleges voluntarily seek accreditation from
nongovernmental bodies as a primary form of higher education quality review (Baker,
2002; Council of Regional Accrediting Commissions, 2003). Such accreditation is
considered to be the oldest and best known seal of collegiate quality in the United States
(Bogue, 1998). Accreditation involves a collegial process of self-study, followed by
review by a team of colleagues from outside the institution, and culminates in the
conferring (or denying) of continued accreditation status. This process is based on
institutional theories focused on external factors influencing an organization to behave
according to a set of rules (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). However, while accreditation is
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regarded as a necessity for assuring public trust and institutional integrity, the
accreditation process itself has come under scrutiny concerning its value and its
intentions (Leef & Burris, 2002; United States Department of Education [USDOE],
2006).
The traditional accreditation system in higher education was established in 1787
when the University of the State of New York became the first accrediting agency
(Harcleroad, 1980). In 1914 the Association of American Universities was formed to
begin formally recognizing accredited institutions. This recognition of accreditation was
based primarily upon quantitative inputs and allowed institutions a great deal of
autonomy in deciding how to define quality. In 1935 a more qualitative approach was
implemented and began to include information on student graduation rates and
examination of student learning. Beginning in the 1970s, a more regulatory tone began to
emerge with the implementation of the first accreditation site visits (which continue
today). Under this traditional model of accreditation, institutions prepared for a 10-year
cycle of review and site visit by documenting information to be examined by a team of
individuals representing a regional accrediting body. Such information included loan
default rates, library book acquisitions, numbers of full-time and part-time faculty, and
institutional size and financial standing. However, the primary functions of the
institution, teaching and student learning, was largely left unassessed. By virtue of the
number of library books and full-time faculty, student learning was deemed to be
occurring without any real evidence of student learning outcomes (Astin, 1993; Ewell,
2000; Lopez, 1999; USDOE, 2006).
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Rising concerns regarding student learning within higher education institutions
prompted the 1992 amendments to the federal Higher Education Act. These changes
required the six current regional accrediting entities within the United States to
emphasize, if not mandate, a focus on institutional effectiveness and student learning
outcomes (Dill, Massy, Williams, & Cook, 1996; Eaton, 2001). Forced to comply with
these mandates, regional accrediting bodies responded by maintaining a traditional model
of accreditation review and site visit, but began requiring specific student learning
outcomes plans and an examination of "institutional effectiveness" in the self-study and
review process (Ewell, 2001; Lopez, 1999; The Higher Learning Commission, 2003). For
example, North Central Association (NCA) required that affiliated institutions develop
program assessment plans to assess student academic achievement and use the results of
such assessments to improve student learning within a reasonable (10 year) timeframe
(Lopez).
Following such requirements, some institutions were successful at implementing
student learning outcomes assessment programs, and using the results to improve
curriculum and academic programs (Lopez, 2002). Others, however, initiated formal
assessment programs only to have those programs fail and become stagnant (Choban,
2005; Leef & Burris, 2002; National Center for Postsecondary Improvement, 1999;
Wellman, 2001). Indeed, Lopez (1999), in her study of nearly a thousand NCA affiliated
colleges and universities, determined that the number of institutions which actually took
steps to improve the level of student learning based on assessment practices was
"relatively small," and the number who had not engaged their academic departments in
various aspects of assessment was "disappointingly large" (p. 5). In light of such results,
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several regional accrediting commissions and a few of the specialized associations
undertook comprehensive self-reviews and instituted additional major reforms (Lopez,
2002). While all accrediting bodies increased their focus on outcomes, some chose to
implement alternative models that focused on total quality principles. As a result, new
accreditation models evolved that included quality improvement processes based on
results, assessment of learning outcomes based on data, annual review (versus the single
10-year cycle), and continuous institutional accountability activities (Higher Learning
Commission, 2007).
These new models for higher education accreditation practices have their roots in
total quality management (TQM) theory. The TQM approach to managing processes was
initially introduced and became widely used among American businesses in the early
1980s as an attempt to combat increasing foreign competition and inferior quality
products (Peters & Waterman, 1982; Walton, 1986). At the very root of TQM is
standardization of processes, which is based upon the theory and work done by Frederick
Taylor (Kanigel, 1997). Early American pioneers including Shewhart, Deming, and Juran
further developed Taylor's theory to include many methods such as statistical process
control (SPC), benchmarking, quality improvement programs, and continuous quality
improvement plans. The prestigious Malcolm Baldridge National Quality award criteria
are based on the principles of TQM and the award is given in recognition of an
organization's ability to successfully apply the tenets of quality throughout the
organization.
NCA was the first regional accreditation body to establish an alternative model
for institutional accreditation based upon such quality principles. In 1999, The Higher
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Learning Commission (the higher education commission associated with NCA)
developed and introduced their new accreditation model called the Academic Quality
Improvement Program (AQIP). The AQIP accreditation process was designed to
incorporate the principles and benefits of continuous improvement into the culture of
colleges and universities. With AQIP, an institution demonstrates it meets accreditation
standards and expectations through a sequence of events corresponding to the ongoing
activities within the organization (AQIP, n.d.). Built into the process are continuous
improvement, teamwork, and quality benchmarking. All of these are tenets of the quality
improvement cycle for improving an organization's performance and accountability.
Accreditation models like AQIP are based upon the Program Theory model
credited to the research done by Leonard Bickman. Program Theory is based upon
'theories of change' relating programs to desired outcomes (Bickman, 1987). AQIP is
focused on systems and processes and identifies nine criteria that describe the
interrelationships among essential systems of an effective college. One of the criteria is
Helping Students Learn and is foundational for all institutional analysis (AQIP, 2006a).
This criterion focuses on the teaching-learning processes and examines systems related to
learning objectives, student assessment, measurement and analysis of results, and
ultimately, continuous improvement based on results.
These accreditation reforms have resulted in greater attention to the assessment of
student learning and the development of new models for accreditation like AQIP. Yet,
Eaton (2003) reported that a "strong body of evidence" (p. 6) is still lacking regarding the
measurement of student learning and the value of reported results. She noted it is not
enough for accrediting bodies to carry out the accreditation review in a responsible
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manner, but "there must be evidence that institutions and programs perform well and that
students learn" (p. 6). Research concerning such evidence and related student learning
assessment processes is limited in current higher education literature.
Statement of the Research Problem
Most studies regarding assessment of student learning outcomes and linkages to
improved higher education academic programs have exclusively examined institutions
participating in traditional accreditation models (Glidden, 1998; Middle States
Association of Colleges and Schools, 1991; Department of Education 1997). Recent
studies (Cook, 2008; Eaton, 2003; Ewell, 2001; Lopez, 1999) indicate a high level of
awareness regarding the need to assess student learning outcomes, but that only a few
institutions have fully implemented student learning assessment systems. Moreover, no
studies were found focused on institutions affiliated with newer accreditation models
based on TQM (such as AQP) that specifically examined assessment of student learning
outcomes. This research study attempts to address the paucity of evidence by examining
the efforts of specific AQIP affiliated institutions to collect data on the results of student
learning outcome measures.
Specifically, this study examines student learning assessments and processes
within two different types of programs, traditional occupational programs and general
education programs, at selected AQIP affiliated community colleges or technical schools.
By examining two such programs, progress toward developing viable student learning
outcomes assessment programs was ascertained for two common, but distinctly different,
programs within higher education institutions. Only two-year community and technical
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colleges were used because unlike most four-year institutions, they have distinct
occupational programs.
Traditional occupational programs include those degrees that lead to a specific
career field (e.g., business management or accounting, nursing, or criminal justice) and
have particular career related outcomes. Specific outcomes are easier to measure and
many of the occupational career degrees have state or national standardized tests that are
used to determine what students have learned (Shannon, 2001).
General education programs are historically the most challenging program areas
to assess (Astin, 1993; Morse & Santiago, 2000). It is difficult to develop effective
assessment methods that produce meaningful data to drive program improvements for
general education core abilities like critical thinking, communication, creativity,
diversity, and other areas. General education programs rely less on standardized testing
and more on evidence derived from assessment of student portfolios and rubrics that
reveal students' mastery or competence relative to the particular core ability.
Within this study, an examination of the elements of assessment of student
learning within these two disparate types of programs provides a broad perspective on the
various assessment methods currently being attempted within AQDP affiliated institutions.
Research Questions
Research indicates that few schools are implementing student outcomes
assessment plans and still fewer are using such plans to improve programs and
curriculum. Further, research on schools accredited under the AQIP model and their use
of outcomes assessment plans for program or curriculum improvement is lacking. To this
end, this research explored the extent to which student assessment plans are being
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implemented within two select program areas (occupational programs and general
education programs) of affiliated AQIP schools. This study addresses these primary
questions:
1) To what extent, if any, do student outcomes assessment plans exist within
select program areas (i.e., occupational programs and general education
programs), within AQIP accredited community and technical colleges?
2) For community and technical colleges that have implemented such student
assessment plans, to what extent, if any, are core assessment principles (i.e.
goals, measurable data, results, and communication) used in the assessment of
student learning plans within the selected program areas?
3) To what extent, if any, have such institutions' student outcomes assessment
plans resulted in:
(a) curriculum changes, and
(b) student learning improvements?
4) For those community and technical colleges that have not fully implemented
such plans, what are the obstacles impeding implementation?
5) To what extent, if any, are there differences between all findings for the two
selected programs between each institution?
6) To what extent are perceived assessment outcomes related to assessment plan
elements, data collection methods, evidence of assessment practices,
assessment feedback, and assessment obstacles for general and occupational
programs?
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Research Methods
To address these research questions, a cross-sectional research design was used,
including a web-based survey sent to 143 participants within 124 AQIP accredited
community and technical colleges in the NCA region. The institutions selected for the
study include community colleges and technical schools which have both occupational
and general education programs. The participants sent the on-line survey are those
individuals identified as having primary responsibility for directing each institution's
assessment of student learning efforts covering their occupational and/or general
education programs. A Likert-scaled survey captured participants' perceptions of the
institution's assessment of student learning outcomes plans and the usage of the outcome
data. Descriptive statistics, T-tests, and multivariate correlations were used to analyze the
data collected. Research method details are presented in Chapter 3.
Rationale for the Study
The rationale for this study is found in the recommendations for future research
contained in various empirical studies (Cunningham, 2007, United States Department of
Education, 1997, Ibekwe, 2006, Lopez, 1999; Martin, 2006). Researchers call for
additional study to further the understanding of applying TQM within educational
institutions as it relates to student learning outcomes, continuous program improvement,
and stakeholder satisfaction. Specifically, Lopez (1999, p. 7) recognized "...varying
degrees of commitment to continuously improving student learning." Further study into
the various stages of development and implementation of student learning assessment
plans would broaden the understanding of how institutions are responding to the
accreditation mandates. Additionally, in a study conducted by the United States
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Department of Education (1997) more research into effective assessment and
improvement models that are related to improvements in student learning was
recommended.
Conceptual Framework
This research is based upon the theoretical concept map shown in Figure 1.
Conceptually, Institutional Theory supports the notion that external drivers influence an
organization's processes and can be used to describe the traditional method of
accreditation. Institutional Theory is a branch of Organizational Theory, and focuses on
open and loosely coupled organizations. Institutional Theory, according to Meyer and
Rowan (1977) often explains and describes institutions wherein structural elements are
only loosely linked to each other and to activities, decisions are often unimplemented, or
if implemented have uncertain consequences, and evaluation systems are often
uncoordinated. Such theory may explain previous research findings on the lack of success
in using assessment of student learning outcomes to ultimately improve academic
processes. Higher education institutions have been described as open systems, and are
impacted by the external environment, which in turn requires a response by the
organization (Bush, 1995). As shown, both the accreditation body and individual
institutions are influenced by external drivers such as legislation regarding accountability,
general public concerns regarding student learning, reduced funding, and student and
stakeholder dissatisfaction. Institutional Theory explains common phenomena whereby
the external forces cause institutions to align with rules but may not fully implement
plans or show changes in outcomes (Meyers & Rowan). Bush also describes higher
education institutions as loosely-coupled organizations that consequently may have
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Program Theory: Institutions
respond to external factors with
a focus on systems and
outcomes
Total Quality Management
Theory: Institutions are managed
by a focus on quality systems and

Institutional Theory:
Institutions respond to external
factors

TRADITIONAL
ACCREDITATION:
• Responsive to changes
• Key to sustaining culture of quality
• Sustains core academic values
Serves Students, Employers, and
Government

AQIP Criteria
Leading and
Communicating

Supporting
Institutional
Operations

Accomplishing
Distinctive Objectives

Measuring
Effectiveness

Understanding
Stakeholder Needs

Planning
Continuous
Improvement

Building
Collaborative
Relationships

Valuing People

Helping Students
Learn

Astin Assessment Theory Model:
Institutions respond to assessment
Potential Obstacles:
Lack of data collection
requirements by examining Inputs,
Lack of Systems Thinking
Environment, and Outputs (1EO)
Misuse of Quality Tools
Lack of model for continuous improvement
Lack of support by admin, or faculty

I

Benefits of Effective Assessment Plan:
Show changes in student learning
Develop improvements to programs and curriculum
Document improvements in student learning outcomes
Maintain accreditation
Responsive to stakeholder needs
Improved services and stakeholder relationships

Figure 1. Conceptual framework map for assessment of student learning outcomes.
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difficulty in implementing system-wide improvement processes. Marion (2002) describes
loosely coupled systems as those where activities in one area will not necessarily impact
other areas. The same may be true regarding an institution's assessment activities used in
a traditional occupational program when compared to a general education program.
Considering the open and loosely-coupled system of higher education, inputs
from the external environment as in this case, accreditation, may cause the institution to
react with corrective action in the form of development of an assessment plan for student
learning outcomes, but then never really implementing a system wide approach for
improving processes related to and based on evidence of student learning outcomes and
performance. Therefore, while institutions may have failed in their efforts to sustain
assessment of student learning beyond the planning phase, assessment plans may be more
effective in institutions where approaching initiatives from a wider systemic perspective
are part of their total quality culture. The focus is holistic in nature and recognizes how
all parts of the institution are connected and act in a symbiotic nature. This broader
perspective is referred to as "systems thinking" (Senge, 1997).
For example, in some of the most successful organizations, as evidenced by
receiving the Malcolm Baldridge Award, systems thinking was evidenced at the
operational level, managerial level, and strategic level and wide-spread throughout the
organization. Recent studies, as reported by El-Khawas (2002) identified a number of
universities that have been increasingly successful in reforming their practices in regard
to assessment of student learning outcomes. The universities that have proven to be most
successful are those that employ system thinking at different levels within their institution
and quality approaches to deployment of processes (Carey, Parrault, & Gregory, 2001).
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In correlation, specifically stated as part of the AQIP model of accreditation, a systems
thinking approach is embedded into all nine criteria (AQIP, 2006a). This type of thinking
is related to Total Quality Management Theory that requires processes and planning
activities to consider what the impact will be throughout all levels of the organization and
to also consider the various stakeholders, inputs, and outputs. In particular, student
learning assessment must be process driven and systemically result in opportunities for
continuous improvement in the teaching-learning process (AQIP, n.d.). AQIP is based
upon Total Quality Management Theory in that goals, objectives and intended outcomes
for students, are explicit in the combined processes for teaching and learning.
The theoretical concept map also depicts the influence of Program Theory on the
new model of accreditation, AQIP. Program Theory is more systemic in nature and
provides that if certain resources are provided, then the program can undertake certain
activities; if activities occur, then there will be certain outputs (direct results); if outputs
occur, the outputs will lead to certain outcomes (changes in attitudes, behaviors,
knowledge, skills, or level of functioning); and these outcomes will lead to the end
impacts (organizational, community, and/or system level changes) desired (Bickman,
1987). By following the AQIP accreditation model, ultimately the benefits of fully
implemented assessment plans, will connect student outcomes data collection with
continuous improvement in student learning and curriculum design, maintain
accreditation, be more responsive to stakeholder needs, and have improved services and
stakeholder relationships. Research indicates Program Theory can be used to develop
assessment planning, improve program performance, and support institutional
effectiveness (Bickman, 1987; Duff, 2006).
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The AQIP Category, Helping Students Learn, examines all aspects of how
institutions approach the teaching and learning process. Specifically, institutions must
convey how student learning will be accomplished, assessed, and improved. The theory
base for this aspect of the study is Astin's (1993) model of assessment of student learning
outcomes, which emphasizes the relationship between inputs, the environment, and
outputs. Astin's model is based upon continuously correcting for and improving on
differences in student talent, changes in the environment, and results from student
outcomes. There are differences in types of institutions, students, educational programs,
assessment plans, and learning outcomes. Astin's model recognizes these various
differences and does not prescribe particular practices but instead relies upon using basic
elements of input, environment, and output to construct assessment plans and processes
that will align with the particular institution and educational program.
Research to date has identified factors other than those related to open systems
that have impacted the implementation of assessment of student learning outcomes
programs. For example, reluctance by faculty to become involved in full implementation
of assessment plans and develop program goals and measurable objectives has reduced
the feedback needed for improvement (Angelo, 1999; Ewell, 2001; Levine, 1980; Morse
& Santiago, 2000). Other difficulties with selecting measures, collecting and interpreting
data and ultimately data dissemination exist and inhibit the ability of the plan to be fully
functional (Astin, 1993; Carnoy & Loeb, 2002; Lopez, 2002). Other problems, such as
linking assessment processes with operational and institutional planning and helping
institutional leaders understand their role in the assessment process, inhibit activities from
being widespread and understood throughout the institution (Lopez, 1999; Morreale &
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Backlund, 1999). Inherent institutional cultural differences between traditional higher
education institutions and organizations that are well grounded in principles of total
quality management are another factor that inhibits the acceptance of fully implemented
assessment processes.
In addition to the broader conceptual framework elements, particular criteria
exists for accreditation, AQP, TQM, and assessment of student learning practices, as
shown in Figure 2.
There are a variety of criteria to which institutions must adhere to as part of the
accreditation process. Some of these criteria are depicted in the first column in Figure 2.
These criteria describe necessary attributes the institutions must exhibit and will be
judged against in order to maintain its accreditation status (Higher Learning Commission,
2007). Of particular interest for this study is Criterion Three, which deals with student
learning and effective teaching. As shown in Figure 2, the criterion requires that the
institution provides evidence of student learning and teaching effectiveness that
demonstrates it is fulfilling its educational mission. The Commission has been deliberate
to leave the specifics of this assessment activity in the hands of each institution but
Criterion Three does create a minimum standard against which institutions are measured.
For purposes of this study, aspects of the criteria form the basis for the survey questions
as they relate to minimum requirements for assessment of student learning outcomes.
AQIP, like the Higher Learning Commission, also has a set of criteria that
institutions must follow. These criteria must be cross-referenced back to the
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HLC
ACCREDITATION
CRITERION 3

AQIP
CRITERION 1
Helping Students Learn
PORTFOLIO QUESTIONS
Institutions must
• What common student
provide evidence that:
learning objectives do you
• student learning
hold for all students?
outcomes are
• What pattern of
clearly stated for
knowledge and skills do
each educational
you expect them to possess
program
upon completion of their
• outcomes are used
general and specialized
for effective
studies?
assessment
• How do you determine and
• institution values
document effective
and supports
teaching and learning?
effective teaching • How are these
• institution creates
expectations
effective learning
communicated across the
environments
institution?
• institution's
• How do you monitor the
learning resources
currency and effectiveness
support student
of your curriculum?
learning and
• What is your evidence that
effective teaching.
students have acquired the
knowledge and skills base
required by the institution
and its stakeholders for the
awarding of specific
degrees or credentials?
• What are your results for
processes associated with
helping students learn?
• How do you improve your
current processes and
systems for helping
students learn and
develop?
• How do you communicate
your current results and
improvement priorities to
students, faculty, staff,
administrators, and
appropriate stakeholders?

ELEMENTS OF TQM
PRINCIPLES &
PRACTICES
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

Goal Setting
•
Results oriented
•
Systems oriented
Continuous
•
Improvement
Teamwork
Communication
Use of Quality tools:
•
o pareto diagrams
o histograms
o flow charts
o systems maps
Data-driven processes •
Use data for
examining outcomes
Follow a process
•
model (Deming's
PDCA cycle)
•

•

ELEMENTS OF
GOOD
ASSESSMENT
PRACTICES
Purposeful and
based on goals
Consider student
inputs
Cost-effective
and may start
with data that is
already available.
Consider
differences in
environment
(program type)
Yield accurate
and truthful
results and
outcomes
Results serve as
evidence of
student learning
Results are used
to inform
decisions for
program
improvement
Clear,
appropriate
standards for
acceptable and
exemplary
student
performance

Figure 2. Criteria for assessment of student learning outcomes.
commission's criteria when an institution is writing their systems portfolio and are interrelated between systems and processes in support of institutional mission. Each category
considers various systemic processes, institutional stakeholders, and institutional goals
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that should be addressed. Criterion 1, Helping Students Learn, is the criterion of interest
for this study. This category examines the core processes such as learning objectives,
academic programs, teaching and learning effectiveness, and student assessment, that
contribute directly to student learning and the teaching process. The institution is then
held accountable to provide evidence as it relates to a set of questions. For purposes of
this study those questions related to Criterion 1 serve as the foundation for the survey
questions and are listed in the second column of Figure 2. The AQIP category questions
create a framework for institutional assessment of activities related to student learning
and other important institutional objectives.
Various elements from TQM philosophy such as setting goals, continuous
improvement, results orientation, and communication are woven into the AQIP categories
and philosophy. Additionally, based on successful business practices, particular TQM
practices are commonly used by AQIP institutions in support of the activities in the
teaching and learning process and are listed in the third column of Figure 2. The TQM
philosophy and practices served as an additional foundation for the purpose of this study
and the development of survey questions.
Finally, Astin's model for assessment includes the general elements of input,
environment and output. Suskie (2006) developed the Five-Dimensional Model of
"Good" Assessment after synthesizing the practices and principles of leading assessment
experts. This model is more specific when compared to the Astin model, and its
assessment criteria are shown in the fourth column of Figure 2. Like AQIP accreditation
and TQM, it is focused on goals, communication, results, and improvements among other
things. According to Choban (2005) assessment processes need to be sustainable and
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useful. Assessment processes must be more than a single final exam grade, or GPA, to be
of any real value for making programmatic and institutional decisions. For purposes of
this study the acceptable assessment practices as noted in the fourth column of Figure 2
served as a benchmark for the survey information and a basis for survey questions.
Delimitations and Limitations of the Study
This study was confined to community and technical colleges affiliated with the
AQIP accreditation process within the NCA region. Within each institution, assessment
efforts for two program areas were examined (occupational programs and general
education programs), by surveying the individual(s) identified as having primary
responsibility for such assessment efforts. This study is focused on technical and
community colleges that participate in a particular type of accreditation model in the
North Central Association Regional Accreditation System. Because the study participants
were not chosen in a random manner, the results of this study do not generalize to how
other institutions may benefit from implementation of particular assessment of student
learning plans in other types of academic programs, nor do the results benefit institutions
accredited by traditional accreditation methods. Additionally, the research design holds
limitations. Without qualitative interview processes, the results derived from only a
quantitative study are not nuanced as they would be with the addition of qualitative
follow-up. Without a significant number of surveys returned, the significance of the study
is impacted to some degree.
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Definition of Terms
Particular terms used in this dissertation require clarification for making them
operational as they relate to this study, study results and study findings. The following
terms are defined:
AQIP Accreditation - The Academic Quality Improvement Program (AQIP)
model for accreditation of colleges.
General Education Program - A two year college program of study that results in
an Associates of Arts and Sciences Transfer Degree.
Occupational Programs - A two year college program of study that results in an
Associates of Applied Arts and Sciences Degree. These are intended to lead to
employment in the related occupational area (i.e., Accounting, Nursing, or Welding).
Process Model - A model for planning continuous improvement opportunities.
Quality Tools - Fundamental TQM-related techniques for planning,
measurement, analysis, and problem solving
Student Learning Outcomes - The set of skills, abilities, and knowledge that a
student has acquired as a result of their higher education experience.
Student Outcomes Assessment Plans - The planned activities and processes to be
used to collect, measure, analyze, interpret and report student learning outcomes in higher
education with the intentional purpose of continuous program improvement.
Systems Thinking - Theory based on viewing the system of an organization as a
set of interrelated systems and steps.
Traditional Accreditation - Standards based institutional self-study process
followed by peer site visit and report.
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Summary
An increased focus on assessment of student learning outcomes continues to be a
top priority in accreditation processes. Federally driven reforms in accreditation have
resulted in regional accreditation bodies developing and employing new methods of
accreditation such as the Academic Quality Improvement Process (AQIP) developed by
The Higher Learning Commission of the North Central Association (NCA). This new
accreditation model is based upon total quality management (TQM) principles.
Educational institutions affiliated with AQIP are supposed to develop a culture of
systems thinking, continuous improvement, and process driven activities. Full
implementation of an assessment of student learning plan requires similar practices.
Previous studies have not considered AQIP affiliated institutions and the role that a
process-driven culture may play in the full implementation of assessment of student
learning.
This study was facilitated by a comprehensive literature review conducted to
determine the accreditation requirements, reforms leading to new accreditation models,
common practices in TQM, AQIP requirements for affiliated schools, meanings of
assessment of student learning outcomes, and what methods can be used in the
implementation of student outcomes assessment plans. The resulting comprehensive
literature review is presented in Chapter 2 and the methods for this study based on the
literature review are presented in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 presents the results of the study
and Chapter 5 include conclusions and recommendations
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
In the United States, most schools and colleges voluntarily seek accreditation
from nongovernmental bodies. However, concerns have been raised over the last 15 years
about whether students are really learning, how student outcomes data translates into
curriculum improvement, and how well the accreditation process has provided quality
assurance in the area of assessment of student learning. As a result of these concerns,
accreditation bodies responded by developing alternative models to traditional
accreditation, such as AQIP. To this end, this research study examines AQIP affiliated
institutions and their efforts to implement and show improvements in assessment of
student learning outcomes.
Several points emerged in the literature as important topics for discussion within
this chapter. First, an examination of the theoretical background of accreditation models
are examined. This section includes the historical impact of accreditation on higher
education and institutional accountability, including the external and internal impact
accreditation has on an institution. Second, the literature review also evidenced particular
issues facing higher education and accreditation, and to this end a section profiling such
information is critical in understanding the need for accreditation changes. Third, an
examination of the theoretical background of TQM practices explains the correlation of
accreditation reform and the new models that have emerged, and the internal and external
impact such new models have on higher education. The final topic of discussion is the
assessment of student learning outcomes and the requirements, perceptions, and practices
institutions have regarding student learning outcomes.
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Theoretical Background on Accreditation in Higher Education
The literature review revealed several studies and considerable research into the
theories relating to institutional behavior. Traditionally, accreditation has served as a tool
for quality assurance and mark of approval. Accredited institutions were regarded as
having a good reputation and in compliance with the appropriate regulations for offering
quality knowledge development opportunities. This behavior and the role of accreditation
is explained by Institutional Theory. Institutional Theory, a branch of organizational
science, is predicated on the idea that what has gone before, the past practice provides the
context for current efforts and the platform which should be continued (Meyer & Rowan,
1977). The review of the literature revealed other empirical studies that used Institutional
Theory as framework for examining the influence of the external environment upon the
adoption and implementation of accreditation (Duff, 2006; Martin, 2006). Martin used
the theory to explain why institutions were compelled to be accredited thereby enjoying
the reputational aspects that appear to occur with accreditation alignment.
For this study what is more compelling in aligning traditional accreditation with
Institutional Theory is the additional explanation provided by theorists Meyer and
Rowan. They determined that institutionalism is not a deterministic theory, meaning that
it isn't necessarily concerned with outcomes. Meyer and Rowan wrote, "Structural
elements are only loosely linked to each other and to activities, rules are often violated,
decisions are often unimplemented, or if implemented have uncertain consequences,
technologies are of problematic efficiency, and evaluation and inspection systems are
subverted or rendered so vague as to provide little coordination" (p. 343). According to
DiMaggio and Powell (1983) the prevailing thought in Institutional Theory has been that
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institutions constrain, regularize, and influence behavior through rule-setting, monitoring,
and sanctioning activities. The conceptual framework for traditional accreditation is
based upon another aspect of Institutional Theory whereby, Meyer and Rowan argue that
many formal structures or organizations are not based on efficiency and productivity, but
on myth, ceremony, traditions and identities that are institutionalized. Traditionally, one
of the forces driving the bid for accreditation is that once affiliated with a regional
accrediting association, the college is recognized and associated as having quality
education whether the teaching and learning process was efficiently or productively
creating positive student learning outcomes.
Historical Perspective of Accreditation
Higher education accreditation, as it is known today, began as a grassroots effort
shortly after the turn of the twentieth century. Prior to this time American colleges and
universities operating throughout the 1700, 1800, and early 1900s did so rather
autonomously. Duryea (1973) states that, "the early public colleges took the form of
public corporations parallel in their general organization to the private colleges" (p. 6).
Brody states that state institutions were governed by boards that held the authority to,
"control property, contracts, finances, forms of internal governance, and relationships
with internal personnel—students, faculty members, and administrative employees (as
cited in Duryea, p. 6). With this latitude over internal and external relationships, each
institution represented its own unique mission. For some more prestigious universities the
quality of educational programs and public perception of the university were of concern
as indicated in the Yale Report (Yale Academical Faculty, 1828):
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When the college has lost its hold on the public confidence, by depressing its
standard of merit, by substituting a partial, for a thorough education, we may
expect that it will be deserted by that class of persons who have hitherto been
drawn here by high expectations and purposes. Even if we should not
immediately suffer in point of numbers, yet we shall exchange the best portion of
our students, for others of inferior aims and attainments.
It is far from being our intention to dictate to other colleges a system to be
adopted by them. There may be good and sufficient reasons why some of them
should introduce a partial course of instruction. We are not sure, that the demand
for thorough education is, at present, sufficient to fill all the colleges in the United
States, with students who will be satisfied with nothing short of high and solid
attainments. But it is to be hoped that, at no very distant period, they will be able
to come up to this elevated ground, and leave the business of second-rate
education to the inferior seminaries, flj 20)
This fierce independence in governance left little for comparison among schools and set
the precedent for institutional autonomy throughout the accreditation process.
During the turn of the twentieth century and under the direction and endowment
of the Carnegie Foundation, an initial study was conducted that examined the 'unity of
purpose and standards' among colleges and universities of the United States, Canada, and
Newfoundland (Flexner, 1910). The study revealed vast differences among colleges,
universities, and their professional schools regarding governance, academic standards,
licensure, and funding sources. As a result of this study, the initial steps in self-regulation
and accreditation in American colleges and universities began. Recognizing that
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educational institutions can vary widely in the character and quality of their programs, yet
in order to insure a basic level of quality, the practice of accreditation arose in the United
States as a means of conducting non-governmental, peer evaluation of educational
institutions and programs (United States Department of Education, n.d.). This
institutional independence continues to be a pivotal point in the accreditation reform
process.
Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, federal and state legislation that
provided funding for public higher education institutions increased. This legislation
included the Smith-Lever Act, 1914; Bankhead Jones Act, 1935; Sea Grant Act, 1966;
G.I. Bill, 1944; and Higher Education Act, 1965. By the early 1960s the role and practice
of self-regulated accreditation became a means for post-secondary educational
institutions to demonstrate to the federal government a basic level of academic quality in
their institution and programs for the purpose of certifying eligibility to receive Federal
funds (United States Department of Education, n.d.).
Funding received by institutions came with an obligation to comply with state and
federal regulations. The state and federal governments needed assurance that the funding
was being well spent. The U.S. Department of Education is required by law to publish a
list of nationally recognized accrediting agencies determined to be reliable authorities as
to the quality of education or training provided by the institutions or programs they
accredit. Most institutions attain eligibility for federal funds by holding accredited or
reaccredited status with one of the accrediting agencies recognized by the Department of
Education, in addition to fulfilling other eligibility requirements. For example,
accreditation by a recognized accrediting agency enables the institutions it accredits to
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participate in the federal student financial assistance programs. However, required federal
compliance is not desired by accreditation bodies or the institutions they accredit and
continued self-regulation is preferred by institutions (Baker, 2002).
Currently, as in the past, accreditation fulfills its dual purpose through a collegial
process of institutional self-assessment and critical peer evaluation based upon criteria
established by voluntary non-governmental associations and serves to assure that
institutions meet minimum standards of quality (Wolff, 2005). The accreditation process
and standards serve to fulfill eligibility for many important aspects in governing the
institution. State funding, student financial aid, transferring credits, occupational
licensure, and employers are dependent on institutional accreditation (Eaton, 2001;
Leatherman, 1992; Morse, 2000; Olivas, 2004). These external factors greatly influence
compliance to accreditation standards. Olivas writes that accreditation is the highest form
of self-regulation, where institutions agree to submit themselves to intense inspection and
self-study. Accreditation is considered by many as the process by which institutions
judge themselves, hold themselves up for public inspection, and commit resources
(Higher Learning Commission, 2003; Morse & Santiago, 2000; Eaton, 2006a).
Issues Facing Higher Education

Accreditation

Several issues are currently impacting higher education in significant proportions.
Declining state and federal revenue sources plague institutions, causing many to raise
their tuition. The credibility of many institutions has eroded in the mind of stakeholders
within and outside the university (Baker, 2002; United States Department of Education,
2006). The recent Spellings Commission reported a decrease in public confidence
regarding the ability of colleges and universities to authenticate the achievement of
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results (USDOE, 2006). Institutions find much of their student body underprepared for
university level work. Enrollments are declining in some areas and exploding in others,
and universities are not prepared to shift resources accordingly (Bogue, 1992). Grade
inflation and lowering of academic standards are causing fear and distrust among both
internal and external stakeholders. Baker (2002) notes that there is a great deal of
skepticism regarding the meaning, relevance, and significance of traditional grades and
degrees as effective outcomes measures. There is also a shift of values from higher
education as a social model that benefits individuals directly and society indirectly to an
economic resource model that requires a direct and immediate return on investments
(Astin, 1997; Ewell, 2000). In demonstrating the contributions of higher education to
society, accreditation models must do more than give improvement in student learning a
cursory glance (United States Department of Education). Student learning outcomes and
student development, as well as campus resources, need to be part of the formula of
quality assurance (Braskamp, Poston, & Wergin, 1998). In particular, many argue that
traditional approaches to accreditation are becoming less suitable and that reform in
accreditation is needed to address these issues facing higher education (Baker; Eaton,
2001; Leef & Burris, 2002; Massy, 2005; Wellman, 2001).
Critics of the accreditation system in general believe that accreditation has failed
to ensure academic quality, lacks accountability, and is a driving force in skyrocketing
tuition and college costs (Morgan, 2002). Leef and Burris wrote an extensive report on
the failures of the accreditation system for the American Council of Trustees and Alumni
(2002). The report concludes that accreditation has not served to ensure quality, has not
protected the curriculum from serious degradation, and gives students, parents, and public
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decision-makers almost no useful information about institutions of higher education. Also
noted in the report were issues relating to significant monetary costs, overlap of
accrediting agencies with inconsistent standards, and funding based on accreditation
status.
According to Wellman (2000), American higher education is undergoing a period
of enormous change, and in such an environment the role of accreditation to ensure
institutions are accountable is more important than ever. Over the past decade
accreditation bodies increasingly expect colleges and universities to produce evidence of
the quality and achievement of intended outcomes as a measure of institutional
effectiveness (Morse & Santiago, 2000). Quality assurance systems continue to extend
their evaluation systems to include an emphasis on institutional outcomes as well as a
judgment of institutional intentions and capacity. In doing so, accreditation is attempting
to preserve long-held educational values of quality improvement and self-regulation
while simultaneously addressing society's needs for accountability and quality assurance
(Baker, 2002; Bogue, 1992; Burke, 2005; Eaton, 1999).
Overall, despite recent accreditation reform, the call for more information on
student learning is pervasive and has emerged as an important issue for accreditation
review (Council for Higher Education Accreditation, 2003; Eaton, 2003). Accreditation
continues to be the primary source of evidence for institutional accountability and
federal, state, and other various stakeholder assurances. As a result, accreditation reform
efforts are attempting to adopt many of the same quality principles that have been
successful in business and industry including Total Quality Management (TQM).
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Theoretical Background on Total Quality Management
Accreditation reform has been influenced by TQM theory and principles which
emerged in the 1920s and continued to evolve and continuously improve. TQM today
defines a quality or high-performance organization as one that succeeds in satisfying its
stakeholders' expectations by meeting or exceeding their needs (Goetsch & Davis, 1997).
It is considered a journey, a quest for a better understanding of the changing needs of an
organization's stakeholders and for better ways to meet those needs (Eaton, 1999, 2001,
2003; Higher Learning Commission, 2003).
TQM theories had their roots in quality control practices related to the
manufacturing of products. In the late 1920's Shewhart and later Deming conceptualized
what is known as Statistical Process Control (SPC) theory (Sallis, 2004). This theory uses
statistical measures and tools to monitor and control the quality of products being
produced. Shortly after the end of WWII in the mid- to late 1940's, American quality
theorists Deming, Juran, and Feigenbaum went to Japan to help rebuild the country's
manufacturing infrastructure. By this time Deming's quality theory (1986) was placing
the burden of responsibility on management for the successful quality organization. His
14 point philosophy of management is well known today and used by small and large
companies in both for profit and non-profit sectors (Sallis, 2004). They were also the
foundational principles upon which quality award systems were created, like the Malcolm
Baldridge criteria and the Michigan Quality Lighthouse Awards, and of particular interest
for this study, the Academic Quality Improvement Program. Originally, Deming's 14
principles were written with business and industry in mind. Later, as TQM began to be
applied in educational institutions, a revised set of 14 points were developed that more
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closely aligned with educational systems and have been used as guiding principles in the
development of institutional systems and processes, in particular assessment. Deming's
philosophy also included a systematic approach to problem solving which is now
recognized as the Plan, Do, Check, Act (PDCA) cycle (Deming). Both the Deming 14
Points for Education and the PDCA cycle are common elements in assessment of student
learning practices in higher education institutions that employ quality principled
initiatives.
Deming was not the only influence on the Japanese manufacturing infrastructure.
Juran greatly influenced the Japanese business culture, and his quality theories and
concepts were the basis for traditional quality systems and include the Juran Quality
Trilogy, Quality Planning Roadmap, and 10 Steps to Quality Improvement (Juran, 1995).
Both the Quality Trilogy and the Quality Planning Roadmap are models that are used in
quality planning, control, and improvement of processes. These concepts form the basis
for quality based organizational planning and processes.
Using the philosophies and theories from the American quality initiatives, the
Japanese further developed the quality concepts and made their own contributions to
TQM. Dr. Kaoru Ishikawa contributed his philosophies on the human side of quality and
basic quality tools to be used to analyze problems and develop improvements (Goetsch &
Davis, 1997). These tools include: pareto analysis, cause and effect diagrams, check
sheets, histograms, scatter charts, and process control charts. These common quality tools
are used in organizations that employ quality principles.
Throughout the development of TQM theory the underlying goal is stakeholder
satisfaction and results. The challenge is in understanding how to assure that the
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stakeholder's goal is being met. TQM theory is predicated on the concept that if one can
measure the performance of the various processes an organization uses to gauge and meet
its stakeholders' needs, then improvements to those processes can be made and that will
become continuously measurable. The effort and frequency of these improvements can
give testimony to an organization's quality culture.
Accreditation in Higher Education and Total Quality Management
A quality organization means that it behaves in certain ways — it focuses upon
processes, bases decisions on facts and measurements, and looks at itself as an integrated
system designed to achieve its ultimate mission and purposes. Over the past five years,
several of the regional accrediting commissions and a few of the specialized associations
have undertaken comprehensive self-reviews and instituted major reforms in their
practices. While American higher education has long been applauded as the leading
model internationally, several countries have been using outcomes based accreditation to
a greater extent and for much longer than the United States (Wolff, 2005). Many other
countries including Australia, New Zealand, United Kingdom and Hong Kong have
reformed their accreditation processes to focus on learning outcomes and institutional
development (Australian Government, 2004; Massy, 2005). Such accreditation processes
require institutions to deliver "the outputs for which they are funded, that their outcomes
are of a high quality, and that they comply with their legal obligations" (Australian
Government, ][ 3). Following an accreditation assessment, institutions receive funding
based on their performance in the education of students using student learning outcome
measures. The new models of accreditation in the United States, like models in other
countries, are more focused on outcomes and results.
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Academic Quality Improvement Program (AQIP)
New models based on mission-driven, institutionally focused improvement have
been created in all five regional accreditation bodies. In addition, new models for
specialized accreditation have been developed for occupational and technical programs
and general education. One new model based on these requirements is of particular
interest for this research. The Academic Quality Improvement Program (AQIP) was
developed for the North Central Association. AQIP is based on a combination of
principles of quality performance, process improvement, and TQM Theory. This new
model uses performance-based assessment to determine the impact of institutional
processes on student learning. AQIP, as well as other new accreditation models, is closely
aligned with Program theory. Program theory has served as the conceptual framework for
understanding social structures that are managing and improving the design, performance
and quality of programs (Bickman, 2000; Duff, 2006)
Quality improvement principles and processes form the foundation for AQIP, a
structured set of goals, networking, and accountability activities (Higher Learning
Commission, 2003). The AQIP process includes strategy forums, annual updates, systems
portfolio appraisals and an on-campus visit. The strategy forum is designed as a training
and brainstorming session for institutions to learn about and discuss quality processes and
identify institutional improvement projects. These projects (usually no more than three)
are the basis for measuring the institution's ability to improve in particular areas. At least
one of the projects must be identified as a priority for promoting and assessing student
learning. The student learning assessment project incorporates the TQM principles of
measurable data, the use of quality tools, and the application of model for process and
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continuous improvement. On an annual basis, an update is provided to the HLC
describing progress that has been made on each project. The HLC evaluates the project
updates and provides feedback to the institution on their progress and makes
recommendations for improvement. At the end of three years, a systems portfolio is
written by a participating institution and submitted. The portfolio is a report describing
the institution's progress implementing continuous improvement and becoming a quality
based organization relating to the nine AQIP criteria. The systems portfolio is reviewed
by the HLC who provides detailed written assessment in the form of a Systems Portfolio
Feedback Report to each institution. This report provides feedback on an institution's
progress in achieving quality on improvements and it provides recommendations for
improvement. This new model differs significantly from the traditional model of
accreditation in that an institution begins by selecting their own action projects. Further,
this model is based on self-evaluation and continuous improvement, and requires
continual focus on performance.
Traditional models of accreditation focus on compliance and evidence based on
quantitative data. While the number of full-time faculty compared to part-time faculty
may be important from a faculty governance standpoint, it may have very little to do with
student learning (Bogue, 1992). The AQIP model focuses more on data to measure
improvement, not data simply for the sake of counting something. This model allows for
institutions to focus their efforts around projects that are important to the institution and
its stakeholders, rather than trying to comply with a list of information that is not
reflective of that institution (AQIP, n.d.). AQIP is based on concepts of true quality
measurement and comprehensive processes that lead institutions to accountability rather
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than force them to accountability through compliance (Higher Learning Commission,
2003). Accreditation is necessary but accountability is critical, and promoters of this
model contend that AQIP is an excellent vehicle for institutions to use to obtain
accountability through accreditation (Eaton, 2003; Wellman, 2001). New models based
on continuous improvement help institutions to focus on what is important to them,
measure their outcomes, and make changes that are necessary in order to succeed in their
quality journey (Bogue). AQIP incorporates the concepts of traditional accreditation
while providing for individual institutional mission fulfillment (Higher Learning
Commission, 2005).
Obstacles to AQIP Accreditation
Critics of AQIP and other new models of accreditation appear resistant to
engaging in a discussion about quality assurance and accreditation (Eaton, 1999;
Greenberg, 2004). The concepts of "zero defects" and "do it right the first time" are as
important to what takes place in our classrooms as they are in our manufacturing and
service enterprises (Eaton). Debate about philosophical meanings of quality can get in the
way (deliberately or otherwise) and even immobilize our quality assurance efforts
(Bogue, 1992). Many faculty and administrators are fearful of the "corporate model of
doing business" being superimposed on education and resist new models of accreditation,
insisting that, "a university is not a business" (Edler, 2004; Greenberg, 2004). Their view
of the new models, like AQIP, is that by focusing on process and quality improvement
the student learning and collegial culture will be short-changed. Students today see higher
education as a means to an end and are less apt to buy into academic beliefs regarding
knowledge for its own sake and other romantic educational traditions (Greenberg).
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Many faculty fear that AQIP requires more assessment and rigorous monitoring
of students, processes, and activities (Holyer, 1998). Collecting and analyzing data takes
time that faculty often feel is better spent in their classroom or preparing lectures. They
view assessment data collection as an additional burden that does not provide anything
they do not already know (Holyer). Continuous improvement requires collection of data,
but also an improvement model and continuous improvement follow through. AQIP
requires that assessment data be used to improve student learning, program success, and
institutional improvement. Much of the assessment data already exists and only needs to
be identified and organized within a plan to address specific goals. Looking at existing
processes, activities, and data in new ways may reveal new ways to enhance student
learning. Fine tuning or enhancing these processes, activities, and data can become even
more beneficial (AQIP, 2006b).
Accreditation has been viewed as a 'necessary evil' or something that must be
tolerated but certainly not worth additional effort (Zoffer, 1987). Zoffer asserts that
accreditation cannot guarantee excellence; it can only set minimum standards which
suggest satisfactory performance. He goes on to say that accreditation inhibits flexibility
and new initiatives. However, new models of accreditation do allow for creativity by
allowing institutions to select projects for improvement and develop their own plans and
methods to obtain success. Through continuous improvement practices institutions
examine processes that may have otherwise be overlooked under the traditional model.
However, some critics of the new accreditation models believe that questions regarding
shared governance, for example, are overlooked and that the new models are based on a
corporate model that has no business in education (Edler, 2004; Greenberg, 2004).
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Support for AQIP Accreditation
Regional accreditation plays a central role in assuring quality and confidence in
the country's higher education system. Current regional accreditation is undergoing
tremendous reform efforts and new models of accreditation have been developed as a
result of these efforts. These reform efforts evidence the commitment regional
accreditation has to enhance quality and build greater confidence in our colleges and
universities (Eaton, 2003). A commitment to continuing the process of improvement in
accreditation will serve to enrich the higher education community. Models, like AQIP,
that embrace process improvement, will help higher education focus on quality of
programs and institutions (Higher Learning Commission, n.d.).
Eaton, a proponent of accreditation, has proposed that the future of accreditation
would be one where higher education and accrediting organizations are brought together,
allowing them and institutions to have primary responsibility for judgments about
academic quality, including program performance and student learning outcomes.
Accreditation continues to evolve and assuredly there will be accreditation of some sort
in the future and most institutions would favor more self-regulation for providing
accountability (Eaton, 2003, p. 19).
Accrediting organizations have taken a leadership role in developing accreditation
models based on evidence of continuous improvement and student learning. Students,
parents and the public are looking not only at the price of a college degree, but also at the
quality of the education. In particular, they want to know what the learning gained in
these programs will mean in the marketplace of employment and in their lives as citizens
and community members (United States Department of Education, 2006.). AQIP's top
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priority is the processes that enhance student learning. Process improvements must be
data driven and include documented evidence attesting to the efficacy of these
improvements. In a continuous improvement-based institution it is essential to share the
results of improvement efforts with all stakeholders in the institution and the feedback
that AQIP provides can be readily share. Annual reporting on improvements requires
continuous focus on changes in the student learning process. Student learning outcomes
reveal the effectiveness of the improvements that have been developed and implemented
at the program and curriculum levels. Being responsive to stakeholder needs drives the
quest for improvement and, as a result, also improves stakeholder relationships.
Institutions maintain their accreditation status under the traditional accreditation systems
but go well beyond this minimal standard through the new quality driven approach to
accreditation.
Accreditation remains a vital part of the American accountability system for
higher education. The process is deeply embedded in the fabric of the educational
institution. While some may complain about some aspect of accreditation, the support for
it within the higher education community overall is strong, and the process continues to
be considered an important gatekeeper against governmental regulation and control
(Wolff, 2005). The last fifty years have seen a significant increase in the role and use of
accreditation as an accountability agent in addressing federal concerns about institutional
and program quality and integrity (Council for Higher Education Accreditation, 2003).
Accreditation as an agent of accountability has shifted from process and procedures to
outcomes with a focus on student learning as a tool for program improvement.
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Assessment of Student Learning Outcomes
Theoretical Background
The study of and research related to assessment and student learning outcomes is
extensive. In the review of the literature theories relating to assessment of student
learning outcomes come from several areas including psychology, evaluation and
measurement, and sociology. Brookhart (2004) concluded that classroom assessment is
an intersection of theory and practice with several relevant theoretical bases which makes
it difficult for one single theory to encompass. Throughout the literature review process
several research articles on assessment provided lists of good assessment practices and
models for good assessment processes (Dietel, Herman, & Knuth, 1991; Marshall, 2002;
Suskie, 2006). For example, Suskie conducted a study on the dimensions of good
assessment in higher education. She reviewed 19 different leading perspectives in
assessment and combined them to develop a 5-dimensional model of good assessment
based on quality processes and outcomes. McMillan (2000) reports that there are a
"number of essential assessment concepts, principles, techniques, and procedures" that
educators need to know (p. 1).
Additionally, there are several frameworks, codes of professional responsibilities,
and standards for evaluations of students that all play into the assessment field. Brookhart
(2004) views the field of assessment as an intersection of theory and practice and that the,
"resulting array of relevant practical and theoretical material creates tensions for those
who try to chart this territory" (p. 1). The theories on assessment parallel one another and
by examining a cross-section of various principles and practices commonalities emerge to
explain the complexities of student learning outcomes assessment.
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As tin's Model of Assessment (I-E-O)
Considering the collection of views regarding assessment theory, for purposes of
this study the model that is closely aligned with constructivist learning and continuous
improvement is Astin's (1993) I-E-0 model of assessment. Based on extensive studies in
educational assessment Astin determined that assessment of student learning needed to
consider student inputs, the educational environment, and student outputs. Astin contends
that the personal qualities the student brings initially to the educational environment will
directly impact their actual experiences within the educational development. Astin
defines outcomes as the knowledge and talent that the environment and educational
program tries to develop which is measured as educational impact. This model considers
these elements to be relational and that the entire system of education impacts the three
elements of the model. Astin purports that the basic purpose and design of the model is to
continuously correct or adjust for input differences, impacts on environment, and changes
in output. Astin states, "traditional assessment practices in American higher education do
not adequately reflect the multidimensionality of student outcomes" (p. 41). Astin's
model would suggest criterion -referenced measures (measures of the input and output
after environmental impact) and multiple indices of assessment (not just a single measure
like GPA).
Astin (1993) indicates that a necessary ingredient for successful assessment
programming is required organizational support and that may require cultural changes.
Research conducted by Chapman (2007) examined the beliefs of administration and
faculty at five community colleges in North Carolina regarding student learning
outcomes as part of the accreditation process. Kerr (2003) evaluated the assessment of
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student learning outcomes as a requirement for accreditation within three community
colleges. Both research studies concluded that when the primary purpose of assessment
information was to simply satisfy an accreditation requirement the assessment process
was not viewed as a useful tool. However, research done by Stewart (2006) examined
how an AQIP accredited community college acquired, distributed, and interpreted
knowledge and information related to several aspects of organizational interest. When
considering student learning assessment activities, Stewart concluded that such activities
contributed to organizational learning and fostered cultural change by stimulating a sense
of cohesiveness and teamwork. In light of this research, assessment activities to merely
satisfy an imposed external requirement may not be as effective as when those activities
are embedded within the culture of the organization.
Alignment with TQM
Assessment activities in education can be focused on several areas and at different
levels within the organization including the institution as a whole, a department or
program, individual courses, or the individual student. Several empirical studies have
been conducted to examine Total Quality Management in higher education and its impact
on assessment activities at the different levels within the organization (Binkley, 1994;
Bishop, 2004; Byrd, 1998; Cook, 2008; Cunningham, 2007; Ibekwe, 2006; Pemberton,
2005; Thalner, 2005). Of these research studies three examined TQM in higher education
and assessment at the institutional level. Bishop examined the efforts of understanding
students' needs at three AQIP accredited institutions. This qualitative study related the
institution's assessment efforts to the impact on strategic planning at the institutional
level and found that the planning process was improved. In a study by Pemberton,
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assessing institutional culture and climate at 62 AQIP accredited institutions, the results
showed a positive impact on the organization by using management practices and
accreditation based on TQM principles. The study conducted by Cunningham surveyed
129 middle school educators in the Chicago area regarding the appropriateness of TQM
practices as part of institutional philosophy. Cunningham concluded that TQM principles
were supported as being effective.
Three studies (Binkley, 1994; Byrd, 1998; Thalner, 2005) examined the use of
TQM principles in assessing performance at the departmental level (academic library,
financial services, auxiliary services). Binkley surveyed academic library directors and
department heads across the United States to determine their perceptions of the
implementation and effectiveness of TQM principles within academic library systems.
Byrd examined the experiences of the academic library and learning resource center
personnel at Columbia State Community College related to the implementation and
effective management of TQM principles. Thalner surveyed department heads and
directors of various non-instructional departments to determine their perceptions of TQM
practices within their given area. All three studies found there to be an ongoing benefit
for using this style of management.
Research done by Ibekwe (2006) considered the impact of TQM at the
instructional program level specifically, a Business Program. Ibekwe surveyed 37
institutions to assess the perceptions of administrators and faculty about using TQM to
achieve Business program effectiveness. The researcher concluded that TQM was viewed
as a viable tool to improve performance in the Business program area.
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In the study by Cook (2008), TQM theory was applied in middle school
classroom assessment practices and then an ex post facto survey was conducted to
determine how these practices affected student achievement. Cook found that TQM
practices affected classroom student achievement and resulted in improved learning of
the content area.
Based on the findings of the studies described above, assessment processes based
upon TQM principles can be effective in improving educational practices at the
institutional, departmental, academic program, and classroom level. Suskie (2006) states
that when assessment is aligned with TQM principles the assessment activities should be
embedded at the strategic level and linked to institutional mission, that assessment should
be process oriented and recognize systemic relationships among the various levels, and
that assessment activities should follow a model to include planning, data collection, data
analysis, data use, and follow-up. The outcomes, according to Suskie, should be
published and used for planning additional process improvements.
Summary of Literature Review
The research for this dissertation is based upon the intersection of four areas of
study: accreditation in higher education, AQIP, total quality management, and
assessment of student learning outcomes. An extensive review of the literature revealed
the study by Bishop (2004) which examined accreditation and TQM at three AQIP
accredited institutions. The intent of the study focused on the impact that AQIP
participation had on institutional improvement efforts but did not include any study of
assessment of student learning outcomes. Reports written by Eaton (2006b) and the
Spellings Commission (USDOE, 2006) specifically examined accreditation and
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assessment of student learning outcomes. Both of these reports concluded that student
learning assessment is an essential process for institutions to be engaged in. Neither study
however, considered how AQIP accreditation would impact such a process. Three
empirical studies examined the impact of AQIP accreditation on institutional level
outcomes such as strategic planning, culture, and organizational learning but none of
these considered the assessment of student learning outcomes (Bishop; Pemberton, 2005;
Stewart, 2006).
Several studies examining the assessment of student learning practices can be
found in the literature. White (2006) examined changes in student learning outcomes in
career readiness courses using an assessment test. This research did not consider any
impact from accreditation or AQIP. Studies by Cook (2008) and Kerr (2006) examined
assessment of student learning processes. Cook's study was focused on secondary grade
level mathematics student achievement and revealed that TQM methods impacted the
learning outcomes. Kerr focused on the impact that required accreditation standards have
on assessment of student learning in three community colleges. This study revealed that
accreditation standards have an impact on assessment practices. Neither study considered
AQIP accreditation as a factor in assessment practices. Chapman (2007) examined
perceptions of faculty and administrators regarding the assessment of student learning
outcomes and the accreditation process at five community colleges. The results of this
study showed assessment of student learning was effective in promoting student success.
No research could be found to date that has examined the intersection of
accreditation, AQIP, TQM principles, and assessment of student learning. My research,
therefore determines if institutions participating in AQIP have successfully implemented
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student learning assessment plans and demonstrate how they are using student learning
outcomes to improve the teaching and learning processes. To demonstrate effectiveness
in meeting the goal of providing programs and services that enhance student learning and
development colleges and universities have been asked to provide evidence of student
learning outcomes and continued program improvement (Council for Higher Education
Accreditation, 2006; Ewell, 2001; Higher Learning Commission, 2006). In Chapter 3
information on research design explains the research protocol.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
This study was designed to research what elements are being used in the
assessment of student learning outcomes in institutions with an accreditation model based
on total quality management principles and practices. Specifically, the study explores the
influence that the Academic Quality Improvement Program (AQIP) accreditation
requirements have on assessing student learning outcomes. The purpose is to determine if
schools who participate in AQIP have implemented plans for assessing student learning
outcomes, if the plans have led to improved student learning, and ultimately, if the
assessment of student learning outcomes have led to program and curriculum
improvements. A comparison was made between the general education programs
(sometimes referred to as transfer programs) and occupational programs (i.e., business,
nursing, welding). These two types of programs traditionally have different student goals
(transfer vs. employment) and consequently different elements may be used in the
assessment of students (core abilities vs. certain performance standards). Of particular
interest is what elements are used in the assessment plan, whether the elements have been
implemented, and have led to improved student learning outcomes, and/or program
improvement. Also of interest for this study are the perceived obstacles for implementing
plans, improving student learning outcomes, and for improving programs.
Research Design
Traditional approaches to research design include quantitative, qualitative, and
mixed method. Creswell (2003) describes the appropriate criteria to use when
determining which method to select. These criteria are the research problem, the personal
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experience of the researcher, and the audience for the study. Various aspects relating to
the assessment of student learning outcomes have been studied recently following
quantitative methods (Cook, 2008; Ibekwe, 2007; Lopez, 1999; White, 2005).
Quantitative methods are appropriate when identifying factors that influence a specific
outcome and can be used to gather data regarding perceptions on many different issues
(Creswell, 2003). Other aspects relating to the AQIP accreditation model have been
previously explored using qualitative methods (Bishop, 2004; Stewart, 2006). These
studies called for additional quantitative research at other AQIP schools and regarding
other AQIP criteria. The researcher has been trained in both quantitative and qualitative
methods through coursework and through practical experience and has conducted
numerous quantitative survey analyses on institutional climate, institutional
communications, and student learning assessment. The audience for the study is AQIP
accredited community and technical college administrators and faculty involved in
assessment of student learning. These individuals have experience in understanding
quantitative information and would be expected to find significance in the study results.
For this study a quantitative analysis of the relationship between accreditation
requirements and assessment of student learning outcomes was undertaken.
Study Participants
The focus of this study was on community colleges and technical schools
accredited by the Higher Learning Commission of the North Central Association of
Colleges and Schools. This regional accreditation association accredits over 1,000 higher
education institutions in 19 states in the north and central part of the United States. The
Higher Learning Commission is considered an institutional accrediting agency in that the
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entire institution is assessed as opposed to a specialized accrediting agency that would
assess a single program. There are two models of accreditation processes that such
institutions can select for maintaining their accredited status; the Program to Evaluate and
Advance Quality (PEAQ), also called the traditional model, and the Academic Quality
Improvement Program (AQIP). All of the participating community colleges and technical
schools for this study are accredited following the AQIP model.
The AQIP homepage includes a list of all the AQIP accredited schools. For
purposes of this study, only community and technical schools who offer associate degree
level programs in general education and occupational programs were considered. After
reviewing the list, there are 124 community and technical schools participating in AQIP
that offer associate level programs in general education and occupation studies. This list
also contains the institution's email address and the name of the institution's president. A
review of each institution's homepage identified those participants who serve as the
institutional assessment directors. The Higher Learning Commission homepage lists all
participating institutions in a Commission-sponsored assessment training project.
Included in this list are the names of assessment liaisons for each institution. Through a
review of these lists, email, and phone contact with institutions, the researcher gathered
the names and emails of the institution's assessment directors or faculty members who
have knowledge of, and are responsible for, assessment of student learning outcomes.
An invitation to participate in the study was sent to the institution's assessment
directors or faculty (see Appendix A). Participants who granted consent to participate in
the study, were asked to complete a web-based survey.
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Instrumentation
Survey research is recognized as an effective instrument for collecting data for
exploratory, descriptive, and evaluative studies (Responsive, n.d.). A survey was
developed by the researcher to gather data in accordance with the research question (see
Appendix B). Questions were designed based on theories of accreditation, total quality
management, AQIP, and assessment of student learning as presented in the literature
review and summarized in the conceptual frame items in Chapter 1 figures.
The survey was designed to gather data related to six overall areas, as profiled in
six sections of the survey: (1) participant's personal, institutional, and AQIP
demographics, and plan documentation; (2) assessment plan elements, and data
collection; (3) evidence of assessment of student learning plans; (4) implementation and
elements of assessment of student learning processes; (5) student outcomes assessment
plan improvements; and (6) obstacles in assessment of student learning processes.
In Section 1 participants were asked to provide information regarding their
institution type, time spent performing assessment duties, familiarity and involvement
with AQIP practices at their institution, and what methods were used to document the
existence of the plan. This section contained four closed-ended questions and three Likert
scale questions. The Likert scale is the most widely used scale in survey research and
allows the participant to respond based on a level of agreement with the question
(Responsive, n.d.). If participants indicated that they were not involved with assessment
of student learning the survey automatically went to the end of the survey where
participants only completed the last section concerning their personal comments related
to assessment.
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Section 2 posed questions about assessment plan elements and data collection
methods used. This section contains two Likert-scaled questions. A comparison with the
perceived level of involvement with AQIP characteristics as identified in Section 2 and
then responses in Sections 3, 4, and 5 regarding the actual elements in the assessment
plan were made to examine the impact of the AQIP accreditation process on the
assessment of student learning process.
Section 3, 4, 5, and 6 are each composed of one Likert-scaled question and one
open-ended question. Each section used a Likert-item response of "not at all" to "to a
great extent. " Section 3 examined how an institution used core assessment principles to
establish evidence that student learning assessment practices are being performed.
Section 4 determined to what extent assessment results are reported to various
stakeholders. Section 5 examined what curriculum and student learning improvements
have been evidenced as a result of the institutions assessment plan practices. Section 6
examined the obstacles impeding the implementation of assessment plans. Additionally
the survey contains two open-ended questions to allow participants the opportunity to
express any comments the participant considers to be important and another question for
the participant to request a copy of the survey results.
The survey was concluded when the participant submitted the information which
was then exported through the Zoomerang web survey software to an email account
hosted on a secure server.
The survey was reviewed and edited for clarification through the dissertation
committee. Additionally, three assessment directors served as content experts for the pilot
of the survey. Their expertise in assessment served to assure the questions are appropriate
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and clear for the survey participants. Two institutional researchers piloted the survey and
assessed the effectiveness of the survey instrument design. The collection of information
received from the pilot study served as a basis for editing the survey instrument.
Data Collection Methods
Through the resources listed previously, the institutional assessment directors or
individuals most responsible for assessment activites for each school were identified.
Their names, work phone numbers, and work email addresses were entered into a
database for use in distributing the survey and for subsequent follow-up for survey
completion. After all names and email addresses were entered into the database, an email
was sent to invite the participants to voluntarily participate in the study by completing a
short web-based survey. This survey was included as an embedded link in the email. The
letter of invitation is included in Appendix A. The letter assured confidentiality for the
participants. Prior to sending the letter of invitation and survey a review to conduct
research was submitted to the Human Subject Institutional Review Board (HSIRB) at
Western Michigan University for approval. After receiving the request for review,
HSIRB determined that approval was not needed since the study examines assessment
plans and does not gather private information about individuals (see Appendix C for copy
of the HSIRB letter).
A web-based survey format can be an effective tool for research purposes. It is
considered an appropriate method when the survey participants are known and have
access to the Web (Responsive, n.d.). There are several advantages to using a web-based
survey including: increased response rates, immediate data collection and analysis, easy
data tracking, and cost effectiveness. Continued discussion regarding return rates
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indicates that rates are increased when the web-based survey is supported with mailings
or phone contact. To increase participation in this study follow up emails and phone
contact were scheduled over a three week period for those institutions that did not return
the survey initially. The phone contact was made to those participants who had not
responded to the initial survey or follow-up email. The phone contact served to remind
the participants of the survey and ask if they would like a hardcopy of the survey to fill
out rather than the web based survey. This was accomplished with the help of the survey
software tracking function. One disadvantage of web-based surveys is the potential for it
to be available to anyone using the Web. To prevent this situation, this survey was sent to
a specific group of participants and therefore, was not available to all Web users.
Data Analysis
The survey instrument gathered data on demographics, AQIP characteristics,
assessment plans, implementation of assessment plans, elements in the assessment plans,
and obstacles of assessment. The survey collected information on 56 variables.
Demographic variables include institution type, time spent performing assessment
activities, and involvement and familiarity with AQIP. Descriptive statistics were used
and presented in tables within Chapter 4 to describe the types of institutions, the amount
of time the participants can dedicate to assessment efforts, and whether the participants
are familiar as well as involved with AQIP practices related to assessment. Variables
related to AQIP characteristics were analyzed with descriptive statistics and then later
correlated with variables from section 3, 4, and 5. The correlation was between the
perception of AQIP characteristics and evidence in planned assessment elements that
existed at the institution. The variables related to obstacles of assessment (Section 6)
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were cross referenced with assessment plan improvements and elements (Section 4 and
5).
All survey data were processed and analyzed using the Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences (SPSS) for Windows. This software is specifically designed for data
analysis including coding, cleaning of data, cross tabulations, statistical significance tests,
and study printouts. Cronbach's alpha, an exploratory coefficient of reliability, was used
to test the appropriateness of combining the data within assessment of student learning
sections (2, 3, 4, 5, & 6) Descriptive statistics were used to examine the characteristics of
the survey sample including the means, standard deviations, and ranges for the various
dependent and independent variables. A T test was used to compare two means with an
alpha level of .05 to determine statistical significance. Levene's test for equality of
variance was used to determine homogeneity of variance. Correlations were analyzed
using the Pearson product-moment coefficient to determine the relationship among
various variables. Open ended question responses were coded and grouped for further
analysis and information.
A summary table of the correlating research questions and survey questions is
illustrated in Figure 3. Additionally, the statistical measure for each survey question is
indicated.
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RESEARCH QUESTION
Demographic Information

Q2. Implemented
assessment plan elements

Q3. Assessment plan
evidence for improvements

Q4. Obstacles impeding
implementation

Q5. Differences between
programs
Q6. Assessment outcomes
related

SURVEY QUESTION
Ql.
Q2.
Q3.
Q4.
Q5.
Q6.
Q7.

Institution Type
Time Spent for assessment
Familiar with AQIP requirements
Involved with AQIP activities
Program area of responsibility
Does plan exist?
Plan documentation methods.

Q8. Assessment plan elements
Q9. Assessment plan data collection
Q10. Assessment plan elements
related to TQM
Q11. Reported results
Q12. Evidence of improvement as a
result of assessment efforts
Q13. Greatest benefit of plan (openended question)
Q14. Obstacles encountered in
implementing assessment plan
Q15. Greatest obstacle to student
assessment (open-ended question)
Q16. Additional Comments (openended question)
Q17. Information for survey results
Compare differences through the
survey design between general and
occupational education in Q6-Q15.
Correlate outcomes through the
survey design between general and
occupational education in Q6-Q1S

STATISTICAL
MEASURE
Descriptive Statistics
Descriptive Statistics
Descriptive Statistics
Descriptive Statistics
Descriptive Statistics
Descriptive Statistics
Descriptive Statistics
Descript:lve Statistics
Descript:ive Statistics
Descript:ive Statistics
Descript ive Statistics
Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive Statistics

Independent samples
T-test
Multivariate
Correlation

Figure 3. Summary table for survey questions.
Summary
This study should be beneficial to AQIP accredited community college
administrators and faculty who are involved with student outcomes assessment programs
as an analysis in determining what AQIP accredited institutions are doing in regard to
assessment plans. The results provide significant detail regarding the use of assessment
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plans including: implementation, elements of the plans, improvements to academic
programming or curriculum, improvements in student learning outcomes, and obstacles
the impede assessment plan implementation. Incorporating elements from recognized
theory helped produce common threads and themes to the current research on assessment.
Let us now turn to the actual results in Chapter 4.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
This chapter presents the findings from the Assessment of Student Learning
Outcomes Survey that was administered to assessment directors or those most
responsible for assessment in AQIP accredited community or technical colleges. First,
this chapter presents general demographic information on the survey participants and
institutional characteristics. Second, this chapter presents information which addresses
each of the research questions from Chapter 1. Specifically, this chapter provides data for
Question 1 related to what extent student outcomes assessment plans exist within general
and occupational programs at AQIP accredited community and technical colleges.
Additionally, this chapter explores research related to Questions 2 and 3 as to the extent
to which core assessment principles (i.e., goals, measurable data, results, and
communication) are used in the assessment of student learning plans and whether
assessment results in student improvement and curriculum changes. Research for
Question 4 relating to obstacles that impede the implementation of student outcomes
assessment plans is also presented. Research Question 5 is explored by comparing the
research information between general and occupational education programs across all
items in the survey. Finally, Research Question 6 is examined by correlating the
perceived assessment outcomes between the general and occupational education program
areas.
Demographic Data
Among the AQIP accredited institutions, there are 121 community and technical
colleges. For purposes of this study the researcher distributed the survey to 143
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assessment directors or those most responsible for student learning outcomes assessment
within those 121 community and technical colleges. The researcher selected community
and technical colleges because there is a clearer distinction between general education
and occupational education tracks in these two year colleges, allowing student learning
outcomes assessment comparisons between general education and occupational education
tracks. The participants were selected based upon their titles or job responsibilities. An
initial search for participants was conducted based upon information on the AQIP
website. An additional phone contact was made to each member school, where-upon
additional participants were identified and contact information including email address,
name, and phone number was recorded. An email request with a link to the survey was
sent to the participants (N=143): 110 participants were associated with community
colleges and 33 were associated with technical colleges.
The overall response rate after three email attempts was 33.6% (N=48). The
researcher then sent a final hard copy of the survey through the mail to those who had not
responded with self-addressed, postage-paid return envelopes and placed a phone call
reminder. The final response rate after the mailed surveys were returned was 52.4%
(N=75). Of the responses received (N=75), 14.7% of the participants are from a
Technical College and 85.3% are from a Community College. Table 1 displays the
frequency and percentages of participants from the two types of institutions that
completed the survey.

Table 1
Institution Type
Institution Type
Technical College

Total Possible
N
33

Response
N
11

% of Possible
Response
33.3

% of All
Responses
14.7

Community College

110

64

58.2

85.3

Total Participants

143

75

52.4

100.0

The participants indicated what percentage of time in their job duties is related to
assessment. The number of participants indicating the percentage of time spent related to
assessment is between: 0 - 25% (N=39), 26-50% (N=l 1), 51 - 75% (N=17), and 76 100% (N=8). Most participants (N=39, 52.0%) indicated that they spent 0 - 25% of their
time on assessment. Fewer participants (N=8, 10.7%) indicated that they were able to
spend 76 - 100% or their time working on assessment. The frequencies and percentages
for these data are represented in Table 2.
Table 2
Percentage of Time
% of Time on Assessment

N

Valid Percent

0 - 25%

39

52.0

26 - 50%

11

14.7

51-75%

17

22.7

76-100%

8

10.7

Total

75

100.0
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Table 3 displays the extent to which participants are familiar with AQIP
accreditation requirements, as ranked on a 4-point scale: Not at all familiar (N=l),
Somewhat familiar (N=15), Familiar (N=14), and Very familiar (N=45). Most
participants (N=45, 60.0%) indicated they were very familiar with AQIP, while only 1
(1.3% of the total participants) indicated that they were not familiar with AQIP
accreditation requirements.
Table 3
Familiar with AQIP
Familiarity Rank
Not familiar

N

Valid Percent

1

1.3

Somewhat familiar

15

20.0

Familiar

14

18.7

Very familiar

45

60.0

Total

75

100.0

The participants' level of involvement with AQIP activities was ranked on a 4point scale, including: Not at all (N=6), Limited Extent (N=9), Moderate Extent (N=12),
and Great Extent (N=48). Over half (64%) of the total participants (N=48, 64.0%)
indicated that their involvement with AQIP was to a great extent. Fewer participants
(N=6, 8.0%) indicated that their level of involvement with AQIP was not at all. The other
remaining participants (N=21, 28.0%) indicated that they had a limited to moderate extent
of involvement with AQIP. The frequencies and percentages for these data are displayed
in Table 4.

Table 4
Involvement with AQIP
Level of Involvement

N

Valid Percent

Not at all

6

8.0

Limited Extent

9

12.0

Moderate Extent

12

16.0

Great Extent

48

64.0

Total

75

100.0

The participants also identified their area of responsibility for assessment
activities as General Education programs only (N=14), Occupational Programs only
(N=12), or both General Education and Occupational Programs (N=49). The largest
percentage (65.3%) of the participants are responsible for assessment activities in both
the General Education and Occupational Education programs. This information is
displayed in Table 5
Table 5
Area ofResponsibility
Area

N

Valid Percent
18.7

Occupational Education

12

16.0

Both

49

65.3

75

100.0

Total

60
Documentation of Student Outcomes Assessment Plans (Research Question 1)
Research Question 1 asked, "To what extent, if any, do student outcomes
assessment plans exist within select program areas (i.e., General Education programs and
Occupational Programs), within AQIP accredited community and technical colleges?"
The existence of assessment plans was addressed in the demographic area of the survey,
by asking if the institution had a written Student Outcomes Assessment Plan with a "yes"
or "no" response. As a comparison, participants indicated whether a written plan for
student learning assessment was prepared within general education and occupational
education. In both the General Education (100.0%, N=63) and Occupational Education
(100.0%, N=61) programs, participants indicated that a written Student Outcomes
Assessment plan exists. Frequencies and percentages for these results are displayed in
Table 6.
Table 6
Written Plan
Area

Possible
N

Written
Plan N

Percent of
Possible Response

Percent of all
Responses

General Education

63

63

100.0

50.8

Occupational Education

61

61

100.0

49.2

124

124

100.0

100.0

Total

Additional information related to evidence that student learning assessment plan
documentation was collected: AQIP Action Project on Student Outcomes Assessment,
Student Outcomes Assessment Plan Annual Report, Student Outcomes Assessment
Planning Manual, Student Outcomes Assessment Plan Handbook, and Student Outcomes
Assessment Plan as part of Institutional Strategic Plan. The results regarding the use of
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each of these items (from highest to lowest) separated between General Education and
Occupational Education is indicated in Table 7.
Table 7
Assessment Plan Documentation
Plan Documentation

Possible N

Documentation N
Yes
No

Valid
Percent
Yes

General Education
Annual Report

63

57

6

90.5

Part of Institutional Strategic Plan

63

46

17

73.0

AQIP Action Project

63

32

31

57.1

Assessment Plan Handbook

63

25

38

39.7

Planning Manual

63

18

45

28.6

Annual Report

61

55

6

90.2

Part of Institutional Strategic Plan

61

44

17

72.1

AQIP Action Project

61

41

20

67.2

Assessment Plan Handbook

61

35

26

57.4

Planning Manual

61

25

36

41.0

Occupational Education

Respondents indicated that the main sources for student outcomes assessment
plan documentation included an annual report for General Education (90.5%, N=57) and
Occupational Education (90.2%, N=55). Both groups indicated that student outcomes
assessment plan documentation was included as part of the institutional strategic plan
(General Education, 73.0%, N=46; Occupational Education, 72.1%, N=44). Participants
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also indicated that their institutions had developed an AQIP Action Plan related to
student outcomes assessment in General Education (57.1%, N=32) and in Occupational
Education (67.2%, N=41). The least used form of student outcomes assessment plan
documentation was through the use of an Assessment Plan Handbook (General Education
39.7%, N=25; Occupational Education, 57.4%, N=35) and a planning manual (General
Education, 28.6%, N=18; Occupational Education, 41.0%, N=25).
Core Assessment Principles as Part of Assessment Plan (Research Question 2)
Research Question 2 addresses the various core assessment elements or processes
the institution's student outcomes assessment plan entails and asks, "For higher education
institutions that have implemented such student assessment plans, to what extent, if any,
are core assessment principles (i.e. goals, measurable data, and communication)
evidenced as part of the assessment plans within the selected program areas?" To explore
this question, participants were asked to indicate if the institution's student outcomes
assessment plan included three core assessment principles related to plan goals and other
elements with survey questions 1.1 - 1.3. The participants selected from four responses
based on a 4 point Likert scale that ranged from l=Not at all, 2=Limited Extent,
3=Moderate Extent and 4=Great Extent. The information for the assessment plan
elements is indicated in Table 8 with their respective means (from highest to lowest
mean) and standard deviations for General Education and Occupational Education
programs. Table 8 also displays the frequencies and percentages for each survey item.
The participants indicated that in General Education, clearly stated assessment
goals are an element within their assessment plan to a Great (36.5%, N=23) or Moderate
(50.8%, N=32) extent. Only two participants indicated that clearly stated assessment
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goals were not at all (3.2%, N=2) part of their student learning assessment plan. The
results were similar for the Occupational Education program; participants responded that
clearly stated assessment goals are an element within their assessment plan to a Great
(25.4%, N=15) or Moderate (52.4%, N=33) extent. None of the participants indicated
that clearly stated goals were not at all part of the plan for Occupational Education.
Table 8
Assessment Plan Elements
Elements contained in
.
, .
Assessment plan

,, ^ ^ „
Not at all
n

(%)

Limited
r L .
Extent
n
(%)

Moderate
r t .
Extent
n
(%)

Clearly stated learning
outcomes

0

(0.0)

9

(14.3)

32

Clearly stated assessment
goals

2

(3.2)

6

(9.5)

Measures of student
performance

4

(6.3)

10

Measures of student
performance

0

(0.0)

Clearly stated learning
outcomes

0

Clearly stated assessment
goals

0

_
„ ^ ^
Great Extent

.,
M

__
SD

n

(%)

(50.8)

22

(34.9)

3.21

.676

32

(50.8)

23

(36.5)

3.21

.744

(15.9)

34

(54.0)

15

(23.8)

2.95

.812

9

(14.3)

33

(52.4)

19

(30.2)

3.16

.663

(0.0)

10

(15.9)

32

(50.8)

19

(30.2)

3.15

.679

(0.0)

12

(19.0)

33

(52.4)

16

(25.4)

3.07

.680

General Education

Occupational Education

Likert scale: l=Not at all; 2=Limited Extent; 3=Moderate Extent; 4=Great Extent

Participants responded that clearly stated learning outcomes are an element within their
assessment plan for General Education to a Great (34.9%, N=22) or Moderate (50.8%,
N=32) extent. Participants indicated that in the Occupational Education programs stated
learning outcomes are an element within their assessment plan to a Great (30.2%, N=19)
or Moderate (50.8%>, N=32) extent. None of the participants indicated that clearly stated
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learning outcomes were not at all part of their assessment plan. Measures of student
performance within the General Education program are an element within the assessment
plan to a Great (23.8%, N=15) or Moderate (54.0%, N=34) extent. Within the
Occupational Education program, participants responded that measures of student
performance are an element within the assessment plan to a Great (30.2%, N=19) or
Moderate (52.4%, N=33) extent. Assessment measures of student performance are not
elements contained in assessment plans for General Education programs for a few
participants (6.3%, N=4). None of the participants indicated that this was the case for
Occupational Education programs.
Core assessment principles related to measureable data were answered with
survey questions 2.1 - 2.7 and were based on a 4 point Likert scale. The answers ranged
from l=Not at all, 2=Limited extent, 3=Moderate extent and 4=Great extent. Participants
were asked to indicate the various sources that the institution uses to collect data related
to student outcomes assessment. Table 9 displays the mean and standard deviation for
each survey item (from highest to lowest mean) for General Education and Occupational
Education programs.
Participants indicated that the methods of data collection used most frequently in
General Education were Faculty developed course specific tests (M=2.97, N=63) and
State/National standardized tests (M=2.48, N=63). Similar results occurred within the
Occupational Education program with State/National standardized tests (M=3.20, N=61)
and Faculty developed course specific tests (M=3.18, N=61) indicated as the most
frequently used data collection methods. For both General Education and Occupational

Table 9
Measurable Data Collection Sources
Sources used for data
collection

„

.,

n

(%)

Limited
Extent
n
(%)

Moderate
Extent
n
(%)

Great
Extent
n
(%)

.

General Education
Faculty developed
course-specific test

2

(3.2)

20

(31.7)

19

(30.2)

22

(34.9) 2.97

.897

State developed
standardized test

12

(19.0)

20

(31.7)

18

(28.6)

13

(20.6) 2.51

1.030

for core abilities

11

(17.5)

22

(34.9)

19

(30.2)

11

(17.5) 2.48

.981

Course Grades

25

(39.7)

14

(22.2)

16

(25.4)

8

(12.7) 2.11

1.079

Locally developed
standardized test
Portfolio of student

16

(25.4)

26

(41.3)

19

(30.2)

2

(3.2)

2.11

.825

work

9

(14.3)

41

(65.1)

13

(20.6)

0

(0.0)

2.06

.592

Student GPA

31

(49.2)

17

(27.0)

12

(19.0)

3

(4.8)

1.79

.919

Locally developed test

Occupational Education
State developed
standardized test
Faculty developed
course-specific test

0

(0.0)

11

(18.0)

27

(44.3)

23

(37.7) 3.20

.726

2

(3.2)

14

(23.0)

16

(26.2)

29

(47.5) 3.18

.904

Portfolio of student
work

12

(19.7)

11

(18.0)

32

(52.5)

5

(8.2)

2.50

.917

Locally developed
standardized test

7

(11.5)

32

(52.5)

13

(21.3)

9

(14.8) 2.39

.881

Locally developed test
for core abilities

7

(11.4)

33

(54.1)

12

(19.7)

9

(14.8) 2.38

.879

Student GPA

18

(29.5)

34

(55.7)

4

(6.6)

5

(8.2)

1.93

.834

Course Grades

23

(37.7)

29

(47.5)

4

(6.6)

5

(8.2)

1.85

.872

Likert scale: l=Not at all; 2=Limited Extent; 3=Moderate Extent; 4=Great Extent
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Education Student GPA was ranked low (General Education M=1.79, Occupational
Education M=l.93).
Participants indicated that for General Education, faculty developed course
specific tests are used to a Great Extent (34.9%, N=22) or Moderate Extent (30.2%,
N=19) within their assessment plans for collection of measurable data. Further, the
participants indicated that they used state developed standardized tests to a Great (20.6%,
N=13) or Moderate (28.6%, N=18) extent as an additional method of collecting
measureable data. The participants indicated similar information for Occupational
Education in that faculty developed course specific tests are used to a Great (47.5%o,
N=29) or Moderate (26.2%, N=16) extent as a means for measureable data collection.
State developed standardized tests are used to Great Extent (31.1%, N=23) or Moderate
Extent (44.3%o, N=27) for data collection in Occupational Education.
The least used measurable data collection items for General Education are the
student GPA (49.2 %, N=31) and course grades (39.7%>, N= 25). For Occupational
Education the participants indicated that course grade was used Not at all (31.1%, N=23)
or to a Limited Extent (47.5%>, N=29). Additionally, the student GPA was also of limited
use, as indicated by the participants; Not at all (29.5%, N=15) ox Limited Extent (55.7%,
N=34).
Core assessment principles related to evidence that student learning outcomes
assessment is being performed were answered with survey questions 3.1 - 3.8 and were
based on a 4 point Likert scale. The answers ranged from l=Not at all, 2=Limited extent,
3=Moderate extent and 4=Great extent. Participants were asked to indicate the various
ways in which assessment practices related to student outcomes assessment are evidenced
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at their institution. Table 10 displays the mean and standard deviation for each survey
item (from highest to lowest mean) for General Education and Occupational Education
programs.
The participants reported similar results for General (M=3.30, N=63) and
Occupational Education (M=3.59, N=61) regarding the involvement of faculty as part of
the assessment plan. For General Education, the item rated the lowest as a means of
showing that core assessment principles related to evidence that student learning
outcomes assessment is being performed was the "Institution uses comparative data with
other colleges" (M=2.10, N=63). For Occupational Education the lowest rated item was
"Quality tools used in assessment process" (M=2.49, N=61).
Participants indicated that for both General and Occupational Education, faculty
involvement in the assessment plan occurs to a Great Extent (General 44.4%, N=28;
Occupational 59.0%, N=36). This item also has the highest mean average for both
General and Occupational Education and no respondents indicated that faculty were Not
at all involved in their assessment plans. The least used item as evidence for assessment
plans for General Education was institutions using comparative data with other colleges.
This item showed that 33.3% (N=21) of the respondents did not use this as evidence for
assessment at all and 36.5% (N=23) indicated that comparing data with other institutions
was used at a Limited Extent. The least used item as evidence of assessment plans for
Occupational Education was the use of quality tools in the assessment process. This item
while used somewhat was indicated to be used to Limited Extent {55.1%, N=34). 57.1%
(N=36) of the participants indicated that for General Education assessment is part of the
institutional culture to a Moderate Extent.
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This is similar to Occupational Education whereby 57.4% (N=35) of the
participants indicated that assessment is part of the institutional culture to a Moderate
Extent. For five out of the eight items (3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, & 3.5) in this section,
participants indicated that for Occupational Education these items existed at least to a
Limited Extent with no participants indicating that this evidence did Not at all exist.
Table 10
Evidence of Assessment
„ .,
Ti
Evidence Items

,T ^ ^ „
Not at all

Limited
„ , ^
Extent
n
(%)

Moderate
„ t ^
Extent
n
(%)

Great
^ . .
Extent
n
(%)

,,
M

OT^

SD

n

(%)

0

(0.0)

9

(14.3)

26

(41.3)

28

(44.4)

3.30

.710

Measurable data are
collected

3

(4.8)

10

(15.9)

36

(55.6)

15

(23.8)

2.98

.772

Assessment is part of
institutional culture

5

(7.9)

16

(25.4)

36

(57.1)

6

(9.5)

2.68

.758

Results are used to
measure effectiveness

3

(4.8)

29

(46.0)

25

(39.7)

6

(9.5)

2.54

.737

A process model is used
for planning CI

4

(6.3)

29

(46.0)

27

(42.9)

3

(4.8)

2.46

.692

Quality tools are used in
assessment process

7

(11.1)

26

(41.3)

27

(42.9)

3

(4.8)

2.41

.754

Assessment is supported
with resources

12 (19.0)

21

(33.3)

24

(38.1)

6

(9.5)

2.38

.906

Institution uses
comparative data with
other colleges

21

23

(36.5)

11

(17.5)

8

(12.7)

2.10

1.01

General Education
Faculty are involved in
assessment plan

(33.3)

Likert scale: l=Not at all; 2=Limited Extent; 3=Moderate Extent; 4=Great Extent
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Table 10 (continued)
„Evidence
.,
Ti
Items

,,
„
Not, at, all

Limited
_ . t
Extent

Moderate
„ ^ t
Extent

_Great
^ ^
Extent

,.
M

_„.
SD

n

(%)

n

(%)

n

(%)

n

0

(0.0)

0

(0.0)

25

(41.0)

36

(59.0) 3.59

.496

0

(0.0)

9

(14.8)

35 (57.4)

7

(27.9) 3.13

.645

Measurable data are
collected

0

(0.0)

9

(14.6)

36 (59.0)

16

(26.2) 3.11

.635

Results are used to
measure effectiveness

5

(8.2)

5

(8.2)

42

(68.9)

9

(14.8) 3.07

.478

Assessment is supported
with resources

1

(1.6)

4

(6.6)

46 (75.4)

10

(16.4) 3.07

.478

Institution uses
comparative data with
other colleges

2

(3.3)

27

(44.3)

23

(37.7)

9

(14.8) 2.67

.724

A process model is used
for planning CI

0

(0.0)

30

(49.2)

28 (45.9)

3

(4.9)

2.56

.592

0

(0.0)

34

(55.7)

24

3

(4.9)

2.49

.595

(%)

Occupational Education
Faculty are involved in
assessment plan
Assessment is part of
institutional culture

Quality tools are used in
assessment process

(39.3)

Likert scale: l=Not at all; 2=Limited Extent; 3=Moderate Extent; 4=Great Extent
Core assessment principles related to communication of student learning
outcomes assessment were answered with survey questions 4.1 - 4.6. and were based on
a 4-point Likert scale. The answers ranged from l=Not at all, 2=Limited extent,
3=Moderate extent, and 4=Great extent. Participants were asked to indicate the various
constituents to which student outcomes assessment results and information are reported at
their institution. Table 11 displays the mean and standard deviation for each survey item
(from highest to lowest mean) for General Education and Occupational Education
programs.
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Table 11
Assessment

Communication/Feedback

Assessment results
are reported to:

xr t t 11
N

(%)

Limited
Extent
n
(%)

Moderate
Extent
n
(%)

Great
Extent
N
(%)

M

„n

General Education
Administration

0

(0.0)

11 (17.5)

20

(31.7)

32

(50.8)

3.33

.762

Faculty

0

(0.0)

9

(14.3)

30

(47.6)

24

(38.1)

3.24

.689

Community

22 (34.9)

17 (27.0)

12

(19.0)

12

(19.0)

2.22

1.13

Students

22 (34.9) 28 (44.4)

13

(20.6)

0

(0.0)

1.86

.737

Employers

28 (44.4) 24 (38.1)

11

(17.5)

0

(0.0)

1.73

.745

Transfer institutions

29 (46.0)

8

(12.7)

0

(0.0)

1.67

.696

26 (41.3)

Occupational Education
Faculty

0

(0.0)

1

(1.6)

37

(60.7)

23

(37.7)

3.36

.517

Administration

0

(0.0)

3

(4.9)

33

(54.1)

25

(41.0).

3.36

.578

Employers

1

(1.6)

23

(37.7)

30

(49.2)

7

(11.5)

2.70

.691

Students

0

(0.0)

33

(54.1)

19

(31.2)

9

(14.8)

2.61

.737

Community

5

(8.2)

28

(45.9)

28

(45.9)

0

(0.0)

2.38

.637

Transfer institutions

17 (27.9)

36

(59.0)

2

(3.3)

6

(9.9)

1.95

.845

Likert scale: l=Not at all; 2=Limited Extent; 3=Moderate Extent; 4=Great Extent
In General Education reporting to administration has the highest mean average
(M=3.33, N=63) and reporting to faculty is second highest (M=3.24, N=63). This is a
similar result for Occupational Education in that the same two items scored the highest;
reporting to administration (M=3.36, N=61) and reporting to faculty (M=3.36, N=61).
Additionally, participants for both General and Occupational Education ranked reporting
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to transfer institutions as the lowest item (General M=1.67, N=63; Occupational M=1.95,
N=61).
Respondents indicated that assessment information is reported to a Great Extent
to administration (50.8%, N=32) and to faculty (38.1%, N=24) for General Education. In
Occupational Education participants indicated that that assessment information is
reported to a Great Extent to administration (41.0%, N=25) and faculty (37.7%, N=23)
and no participants indicated that administration and faculty were not at all included in
reporting the assessment results. The group most often not reported to at all for General
Education was transfer institutions (46.9%, N=29) and the same resulted for
Occupational Education (27.9%, N=17).
Curriculum Changes and Student Learning Improvements (Research Question 3)
Research Question 3 asked, "To what extent, if any, have such institutions'
student outcomes assessment plans resulted in: curriculum changes and student learning
improvements?" Curriculum changes and student learning improvements were answered
with survey questions 5.1 - 5.6 and were based on a 4 point Likert scale. The answers
ranged from l=Not at all, 2=Limited extent, 3=Moderate extent and 4=Great extent.
Participants were asked to indicate the various improvements that have occurred as a
consequence of student outcomes assessment at their institution. Table 12 displays the
mean and standard deviation for each survey item (from highest to lowest mean) for
General Education and Occupational Education programs.
Participants indicated that, for both General Education and Occupational
Education, there had been improvements in curriculum. For General Education,
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improvements in curriculum resulted in the highest mean average for this section
(M=2.65, N=63).
Table 12
Assessment Plan Improvements
Improvements
evidenced as
r
_
,
u
a result
ot assessment
r.r. x
eltorts

-KT . . 11
Not at all

. . ,
Limited
_ ^ t
Extent

T

,, ,
Moderate
„ ^ ^
Extent

_
Great
„
Extent

,,
M

_„.
SD

General Education
Improvements in curriculum

4

(6.3)

22

(34.9)

29

(46.0)

8

(12.7)

2.65

.786

Improvements in
communication of assessment

9

(14.3)

19

(30.2)

31

(49.2)

4

(6.3)

2.48

.820

Improvements in student
learning

7

(11.1)

34

(54.0)

17

(27.0)

5

(7.9)

2.31

.781

Improvements in teaching
methods

9

(14.3)

33

(52.4)

17

(27.0)

4

(6.3)

2.25

.782

Improved departmental
relationships

10

(15.9)

30

(47.6)

20

(31.7)

3

(4.8)

2.25

.782

20

(31.7)

27

(42.9)

16

(25.4)

0

(0.0)

1.94

.759

learning

0

(0.0)

14

(22.9)

41

(67.2)

6

(9.8)

2.87

.562

Improvements in curriculum

0

(0.0)

20

(32.8)

30

(49.2)

11

(18.0)

2.85

.703

0

(0.0)

27

(44.3)

31

(50.8)

3

(4.9)

2.61

.585

6

(9.8)

24

(39.3)

19

(31.2)

12

(19.7)

2.61

.918

0

(0.0)

32

(52.5)

23

(37.7)

6

(9.8)

2.57

.670

6

(9.8)

26

(42.6)

25

(41.0)

4

(6.6)

2.44

.764

Improved relationships with
external stakeholders
Occupational Education
Improvements in student

Improvements in teaching
methods
Improved departmental
relationships
Improvements in
communication of assessment
Improved relationships with
external stakeholders

Likert scale: l=Not at all; 2=Limited Extent; 3=Moderate Extent; 4=Great Extent
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For Occupational Programs this item was ranked as the second highest item
(M=2.85, N=61) with improvements in student learning ranking the highest (M=2.87,
N=61). Participants indicated for both General and Occupational Education that improved
relationships with external stakeholders was the item with the least amount of
improvement (General M=1.94, N=63; Occupational M=2.44, N=61).
In General Education, participants answered that improvements in curriculum based on
their assessment efforts occurred to Great Extent (12.7%, N=8) or Moderate Extent
(46.0%, N=29). Additionally, improvements in communication of assessment
information occurred to a Great Extent (6.3%), N=4) or Moderate Extent (49.2%, N=31).
In Occupational Education, participants also indicated that improvements in curriculum
based on their assessment efforts occurred to a Great Extent (18.0%, N=l 1) or Moderate
Extent (49.2%, N=30). A second item, improvements in student learning, occurred to a
Great Extent (9.8%, N= 6) or Moderate Extent (67.2%, N=41). Most improvements
related to student learning assessment were rated in the Moderate Extent range.
Participants indicated that in General Education, the item with the least amount of
improvement was with external stakeholder relationships (31.7%>, N=20). The same is
also true for Occupational Education when the responses for not at all (9.8%, N=6) are
combined with to a Limited Extent (42.6%>, N=26). For the Occupational Education
responses, four out of six items (5.1, 5.2, 5.3, and 5.4) indicated that improvements had
occurred to at least a Limited Extent in that no participants indicated Not at all.
Obstacles in Student Learning Assessment Plans (Research Question 4)
Research Question 4 asked, "For those higher education institutions that have not
implemented such plans, what are the obstacles impeding implementation?" Obstacles
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impeding the assessment process were explored with survey questions 6.1 - 6.10 and
were based on a 4 point Likert scale. The answers ranged from l=Not at all, 2=Limited
extent, 3=Moderate Extent and 4=Great Extent. Table 13 displays the means and standard
deviations ranked from highest to lowest for the questions related to obstacles impeding
assessment of student learning outcomes processes.
Table 13
Obstacles in Assessment Process
Obstacles encountered in
implementing Assessment

Limited

Moderate

Great

N

M

„

»t at all
n
(%)

n

(%)

n

(%)

n

(%)

Lack of holistic
organizational thinking

0

(0.0)

20

(31.7)

31

(49.2)

12

(19.0)

2.87

.707

Lack of time to complete
assessment plan

2

(3.2)

21

(33.3)

29

(46.0)

11

(17.5)

2.78

.771

for following plan

6

(9.5)

22

(34.9)

27

(42.9)

8 , (12.7)

2.59

.835

Lack of data collection

4

(6.3)

41

(65.1)

10

(15.9)

8

(12.7)

2.35

.786

Lack of use of quality tools

17

(27.0)

24

(38.1)

14

(22.2)

8

(12.7)

2.21

.986

Lack of support by faculty

9

(14.3)

40

(63.5)

14

(22.2)

0

(0.0)

2.08

.604

Lack of a model for
continuous improvement
Lack of appropriate

18

(28.6)

32

(50.8)

13

(20.6)

0

(0.0)

1.92

.703

assessment tools

14

(22.2)

43

(68.3)

6

(9.5)

0

(0.0)

1.87

.553

Lack of comparative data

19

(30.2)

34

(54.0)

10

(15.9)

0

(0.0)

1.86

.669

Lack of support by
administration

25

(39.7)

34

(54.0)

3

(4.8)

1

(1.6)

1.68

.643

Extgnt

ExtQnt

Extent

M

General Education

Lack of rewards/motivation
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Table 13 (continued)
Obstacles encountered in
implementing Assessment

Not at
an
n
(%)

Limited
Extent
n
(%)

Moderate
Extent
n
(%)

Great
Extent
n

, ,

„n

3

(4.9)

16

(26.2)

22

(36.1)

20

(32.8)

2.97

.894

organizational thinking

2

(3.3)

19

(31.2)

39

(63.9)

1

(1.7)

2.64

.578

Lack of support by faculty

9

(14.8)

12

(19.7)

40

(65.6)

0

(0.0)

2.51

.744

for following plan

11

(18.0)

17

(27.9)

25

(41.0)

8

(13.1)

2.49

.942

Lack of data collection

2

(3.3)

41

(67.2)

18

(29.5)

0

(0.0)

2.26

.513

Lack of comparative data

7

(11.5)

34

(55.7)

20

(32.8)

0

(0.0)

2.21

.635

Lack of use of quality tools

13

(21.3)

45

(73.8)

3

(4.9)

0

(0.0)

1.84

.489

21

(34.4)

26

(42.6)

13

(21.3)

1

(1.7)

1.90

.790

21

(34.4)

37

(60.7)

1

(1.7)

2

(3.3)

1.74

.656

22

(36.1)

38

(62.3)

1

(1.7)

0

(0.0)

1.66

.513

Occupational Education
Lack of time to complete
assessment plan
Lack of holistic

Lack of rewards/motivation

Lack of a model for
continuous improvement
Lack of appropriate
assessment tools
Lack of support by
administration

Likert scale: l=Not at all; 2=Limited Extent; 3=Moderate Extent; 4=Great Extent

Participants indicated that, for General Education, the greatest obstacles
experienced were a lack of holistic organizational thinking (M=2.87, N=63) and a lack of
time to complete the assessment process (M=2.78, N=63). In Occupational Education a
similar result occurred; participants indicated that lack of time to complete the assessment
process was the greatest obstacle (M=2.7, N=61) and lack of
holistic organizational thinking was the second greatest (M=2.68, N=61). For both
General and Occupational Education, the participants indicated that support by
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administration was the least of the obstacles that they have experienced (General
M=l .68, N=63; Occupational M=l .66, N=61).
Participants indicated that the obstacle that occurred and was impeding the
assessment process to the Greatest Extent in General Education was the lack of holistic
organization thinking (19.0, N=12) or to a Moderate Extent (49.2%, N=31). Additionally,
the lack of time to complete the assessment plan was rated at a Great Extent (17.5%,
N=l 1) or Moderate Extent (46.0%, N=29). Participants indicated that the lack of time to
complete the assessment plan was experienced in Occupational Education to a Great
Extent (32.8%o, N=20) or Moderate Extent (36.1%, N=22). Lack of holistic organizational
thinking was also indicated as being an obstacle in Occupational Education to a Great
Extent (1.7%, N=l) or Moderate Extent (63.9%, N=39). Another item that participants
indicated was an obstacle was a lack of rewards/motivation for following the assessment
plan at least to a Moderate Extent (General 42.9%, N=27; Occupational 41.0%, N=25).
Respondents indicated that the area met with the fewest number of obstacles was lack of
support by administration (37.9%, N=47) followed by lack of a model for continuous
improvement (31.5%, N=39). The lack of support by faculty and lack of comparative data
did not occur to a Great Extent at all (0.0%, N=0).
Differences between General and Occupational Education (Research Question 5)
Research question 5 addressed to what extent, if any, there are differences
between General Education and Occupational Education in the findings between each
institution. An independent samples t test was completed for each of the six sections on
the survey to determine whether statistically significant differences existed between the
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General and Occupational Education programs. For each t test, the equality of variance
was confirmed using Levene's test.
The first survey area related to elements contained within the student learning
assessment plan and was answered with items 1.1 - 1.3. The results of the t test are set
forth in Table 14. The independent samples t test did not detect any statistically
significant difference between any of the General and Occupational Education student
learning assessment plan elements.
Table 14
T Test Results for General and Occupational Education Assessment Plan Elements
Elements

General
M

Occup
M

Df

Goals

3.21

3.07

122

Outcomes

3.21

3.15

122

Measures

2.95

3.16

122

t

p

1.099

.274

.483

.630

-1.587

.115

Likert scale: l=Not at all; 2=Limited Extent; 3=Moderate Extent; 4=Great Extent

The second section of the survey had participants indicate the various data
collection methods (items 2.1 - 2.7) that are used by their institution in General and
Occupational Education programs. The results of the t test are set forth in Table 15.
The independent samples t test detected a statistically significant difference
between General and Occupational Education programs regarding the use of state
developed standardized tests (7i22=-4.292,£>=.000) and also the use of portfolios of
student work (7i22=-3.245,/?=.002). The other methods for data collection showed no
statistically significant differences.
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Table 15
T Test Results for General and Occupational Education Data Collection Methods
Methods

General
M
2.11

Occup
M
2.39

df

t

P

122

-1.842

.068

2.51

3.20

122

-4.292

.000*

1.79

1.93

122

-0.893

.374

2.11

1.85

122

1.465

.146

2.06

2.51

122

-3.245

.002*

Locally developed test for core abilities

2.48

2.38

122

0.592

.555

Faculty developed course-specific test

2.97

3.18

122

-1.311

.192

Locally developed standardized tests
State developed standardized tests
Student GPA
Course Grades
Portfolio of student work

*Statistically significant at alpha=.05
Likert scale: l=Not at all; 2=Limited Extent; 3=Moderate Extent; 4=Great Extent

The third section of the survey had participants indicate what core assessment
principles are being used at their institutions as evidence that student learning outcomes
assessment is being performed. This section was answered with survey questions 3.1 3.8. An independent samples t test was used to determine if there were differences
between General and Occupational Education programs in the use of these core
assessment principles and the results of the t test are set forth in Table 16. The
independent samples t test detected a statistically significant difference between General
and Occupational Education programs regarding assessment as part of institutional
culture (7i22=-3.532,/?=.001). There are also statistically significant differences in the
level of faculty involvement in the assessment plan between General and Occupational
Education programs (7i22=-2.630,jp=.010) and in using results to measure effectiveness
{ti22~4.729, /?=.000). Additionally, there are statistically significant differences between
the two programs regarding whether assessment is supported with adequate resources
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(/i22=-5.286,/?=.000) and if the institution compares student learning outcomes data with
other colleges (/i22=-3.624,p=.000).
Table 16
T Test Results for Core Assessment Principles
Variable

General
M
2.68

Occup
M
3.13

122

-3.532

.001*

A process model is used for
planning CI

2.46

2.56

122

-0.838

.404

Measurable data are collected

2.98

3.11

122

-1.027

.306

Quality tools are used in assessment
process

2.41

2.49

122

-0.647

.519

Faculty are involved in assessment
plan

3.30

3.59

122

-2.630

.010*

Assessment is part of institutional
culture

df

T

p

Results are used to measure
effectiveness

2.54

3.07

122

-4.729

.000*

Assessment is supported with
resources

2.38

3.07

122

-5.286

.000*

Institution uses comparative data
with other colleges

2.10

2.67

122

-3.642

.000*

*Statistically significant at alpha=.05
Likert scale: l=Not at all; 2=Limited Extent; 3=Moderate Extent; 4=Great Extent

The fourth section of the survey asked participants to indicate with whom the
institution communicated assessment feedback information. This section was answered
with survey questions 4.1 - 4.6. An independent samples t test was used to determine if
there were differences between General and Occupational Education programs regarding
who may receive assessment feedback information. The results of the t test are set forth
in Table 17. The independent samples / test detected a statistically significant difference
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between General and Occupational Education programs regarding reporting the
assessment results to students (7i22=-5.661,p=.000), reporting assessment results to the
institution (/i22=-2.047,/?=.043), and reporting assessment results to employers (/,i22=7.545, p=.000).
Table 17
T Test Results for Assessment Feedback
Variable

General
M

Occup
M

df

T

p

Report to students

1.86

2.61

122

-5.661

.000*

Report to faculty

3.24

3.36

122

-1.117

.266

Report to administration

3.33

3.36

122

-0.225

.822

Report to institution

1.67

1.95

122

-2.047

.043*

Report to community

2.22

2.38

122

-0.945

.347

Report to employer

1.73

2.70

122

-7.545

.000*

* Statistically significant at alpha=.05
Likert scale: l=Not at all; 2=Limited Extent; 3=Moderate Extent; 4=Great Extent

The fifth section of the survey asked participants to indicate what improvements
have been evidenced as a result of assessment efforts. This section was answered with
survey questions 5.1 - 5.6. An independent samples / test was used to determine if there
were differences between General and Occupational Education programs regarding the
improvements that have been made because of student learning outcomes assessment; the
results of the t test are set forth in Table 18. The independent samples t test detected a
statistically significant difference between General and Occupational Education programs
regarding improvements in student learning (7122=-4.591,/?=.000), improvements in
teaching methods (/i22=-2.835,^=.005), improvements in departmental relationships
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(/i22=-2.305,/?=.023), improvements in relationships with external stakeholders like
employers (/i22=-3.699,/?=.000). Other questions regarding improvements in curriculum
and communication did not reveal any statistically significant difference between General
and Occupational Education.
Table 18
T Test Results for Improvements Evidenced as a Result of Assessment Efforts
Variable

General
M

Occup
M

df

t

2.65

2.85

122

-1.504

.135

2.31

2.87

122

-4.591

.000*

2.25

2.61

122

-2.835

.005*

Improvements in communication of
assessment

2.48

2.57

122

-0.724

.470

Improved departmental relationships

2.25

2.61

122

-2.305

.023*

Improved relationships with external
stakeholders

1.94

2.44

122

-3.699

.000*

Improvements in curriculum
Improvements in student learning
Improvements in teaching methods

P

*Statistically significant at alpha=.05
Likert scale: l=Not at all; 2=Limited Extent; 3=Moderate Extent; 4=Great Extent

The final section of the survey asked participants to indicate what obstacles have
been experienced in student learning outcomes assessment practices. This section was
answered with survey questions 6.1 - 6.10. An independent samples t test was used to
determine if there were differences between General and Occupational Education
programs regarding the obstacles that have been encountered in performing the student
learning outcomes assessment efforts. The results of the /test are set forth in Table 19.
The independent samples t test detected a statistically significant difference between
General and Occupational Education programs regarding lack of holistic organizational
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thinking (^22=2.001,p=.047), use of quality tools tn2=2.66l, p=.009), support by faculty
(7i22=3.517,/?=.001), and lack of comparative data (7i22=-3.037,/?=.003). The other
potential obstacles, including lack of data collection, lack of a model for continuous
improvement, support by administration, lack of appropriate assessment tools, lack of
time to complete assessment activities, and lack of rewards/motivation for completing the
assessment plan did not result in any statistically significant difference.
Table 19
T Test Results for Obstacles Encountered in Student Learning Outcomes Assessment
General
M
2.35

Occup
M
2.25

Lack of holistic organizational thinking

2.87

Lack of use of quality tools

Variable

df

t

P

122

0.731

.469

2.64

122

2.011

.047*

2.21

1.84

122

2.661

.009*

Lack of a model for continuous
improvement

1.92

1.90

122

0.142

.888

Lack of support by administration

1.68

1.66

122

.0258

.798

Lack of support by faculty

2.08

2.51

122

-3.517

.001*

Lack of appropriate assessment tools

1.87

1.74

122

1.243

.216

Lack of comparative data

1.86

2.21

122

-3.037

.003*

Lack of time to complete assessment plan

2.78

2.97

122

-1.265

.208

Lack of rewards/motivation for following
plan

2.59

2.49

122

0.598

.551

Lack of data collection

*Statistically significant alpha=.05
Likert scale: l=Not at all; 2=Limited Extent; 3=Moderate Extent; 4=Great Extent
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New Variable Creation and Relationship between Variables (Research Question 6)
Research question 6 addressed the extent to which perceived assessment
outcomes are related to assessment plan elements, data collection methods, evidence of
assessment practices, assessment feedback, and assessment obstacles for general and
occupational programs. As a first step to address this question, some new collapsed
variables were created. The six categories on the survey had questions related to
assessment of student learning outcomes for General Education and Occupational
Education Programs based upon the following factors: assessment plan elements (items
1.1 - 1.3), data collection methods (items 2.1 - 2.7), evidence of assessment practices
(items 3.1 - 3.8), assessment feedback (items 4.1 - 4.6), assessment outcomes (items 5.1
- 5.6), and obstacles (items 6 . 1 - 6 . 10). Using Cronbach's Alpha for statistical analysis,
each of the categories was tested to determine if the items within could be condensed into
a single variable. Cronbach's Alpha is a measure of reliability associated with the
variability of a construct or variable being measured and can be used to determine if
multiple items correlate with each other to produce a single variable (Santos, 1999). If the
statistical analysis returns a coefficient of .700 or higher, then a statistically significant
relationship exists among all of the items within the category and therefore, all items are
used and collapsed into a single variable. Coefficient values below .600 are considered to
be a bit low but still within a useable range (George & Mallery, 2003). If an item returned
a coefficient below .700 (when rounded) then one or more items are removed to create a
stronger correlation among the remaining items (Nunnaly, 1978).
Table 20 indicates the statistical analysis of survey variables and Cronbach's
Alpha. Based on the analysis of the exploratory coefficient of reliability, four of the six
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categories of survey variables for General Education produced a Cronbach's alpha larger
than .700. For the Occupational Education programs five of the six categories of survey
variables produced a Cronbach's alpha larger than .700. The analysis further shows that
when the categories are combined as General Education and Occupational Education,
four of the six categories produced a Cronbach's alpha larger than .700 and the other two
categories produced an alpha near .700 (when rounded) and therefore, based on the
exploratory coefficient of reliability analysis a new variable was created for all six
categories and was used for data analysis.
Table 20
Survey Variables and Cronbach 's Alpha
Variables/Items

Gen. Ed.
Cronbach's
Alpha

Occ. Ed.
Cronbach's
Alpha

Gen. Ed. & Occ.
Ed. Cronbach's
Alpha

Assessment Plan Elements
1.1,1.2,1.3

.726

.948

.745

Data Collection Methods
2.1,2.2,2.3,2.4,2.5,2.6,2.7

.210

.829

.646

Evidence of Assessment Practices
3.1,3.2,3.3,3.4,3.5,3.6,3.7,3.8

.776

.819

.769

Assessment Feedback
4.1,4.2,4.3,4.4,4.5,4.6

.574

.678

.656

Assessment Outcomes
5.1,5.2,5.3,5.4,5.5,5.6

.738

.702

.720

.766

.804

.732

Assessment Obstacles
6.1,6.2,6.3,6.4,6.5,6.6,6.7,6.8,
6.9,6.10

The Assessment Plan Elements category (items 1.1 -1.3) had an alpha of .745 and
a new "elements" variable was created. The Data Collection Methods category (items 2-1
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- 2.7) had an alpha of .646 and new "methods" variable was created. The Evidence of
Assessment Practices category (items 3.1 - 3.8) had an alpha of .769 and a new
"Evidence" variable was created. The Assessment Feedback category (items 4.1 - 4.6)
had an alpha of .656 and new "feedback" category was created. The Assessment
Outcomes category (items 5.1 - 5.6) had an alpha of .720 and a new "outcomes" category
was created. The Assessment Obstacles category (items 6.1-6.10) had an alpha of .732
and a new "obstacles" variable was created.
Once the new variables were created, correlation analysis was used to determine
the degree to which a relationship exists between inputs (independent variable) and
outputs (dependent variable) (Hopkins, Hopkins, & Glass, 1996). Each item within the
outcome category needed to be considered separately since each represents a potentially
significant change to the student learning outcomes process. A Pearson correlation was
run to find the relationship between the six separate Outcome variables (dependent
variables) and the five composite variables (independent variables), Elements, Evidence,
Obstacles, Methods, and Feedback. Table 21 displays the findings for this correlation.
The Pearson correlation found items Improvements in Teaching and
Improvements in Curriculum have a statistically significant correlation (r(124)=.521,
p=.000) and items Improvements in Teaching and Improvements in Student Learning are
statistically significant (r(124)=.500, p=.000). Additionally, items Feedback and.
Evidence are correlated (r(124)=.548, p=.000). A correlation of .500 or higher represents
a moderate to high correlation.
There are several variables that have a moderately significant correlation (r>.300).
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Table 21
Correlation for Plan Element Variables and Outcomes

Imp
Curr
Imp
Lrng
Imp
Teach
Imp
Comm
Imp
Rela
Imp
ExtSt
Elem
Evid
Obst

Imp
Curr
1.00

Imp
Lrng
.491*
.000

Imp
Teach
.521*
.000

Imp
Comm
.322*
.000

Imp
Rela
.191
.034

Imp
ExtSt
.132
.144

Elem

Evid

Obst

Meth

Feed

.131
.148

.374*
.000

-.245*
.006

.138
.127

.347*
.000

1.00

.500*
.000

.201*
.026

.179
.047

.105
.249

.089
.327

.369*
.000

-.089
.329

.262*
.003

.294*
.001

1.00

.430*
.000

.347*
.000

.145
.108

.093
.303

.334*
.000

-.187
.037

.120
.185

.272*
.002

1.00

.366*
.000

.176
.051

.184*
.041

.384*
.000

-.185
.040

.315*
.000

.186
.039

1.00

.448*
.000

-.038
.677

.308*
.000

-.137
.129

.272*
.002

.279*
.002

1.00

-.068
.452

.296*
.001

-.083
.361

.242*
.007

.265*
.003

1.00

.251*
.005

-.005
.960

.115
.204

.158
.079

1.00

-.214*
.017

.290*
.001

.548*
.000

1.00

-.076
.404

-.160
.075

1.00

.145
.109

Meth
Feed

1.00

*Statistically significant at p<.05, and correlation coefficient is at least.200 (representing a moderate
correlation)

The items Improvements in Student Learning and Improvements in Curriculum
have moderate correlation (r(124)=.491, p=.000). Improvements in Teaching and
Improvements in Communication are moderately correlated (r(124)=.430, p=.000).
Further, Improvements in Interdepartmental Relationships and Improvements in External
Stakeholders are correlated at (r(124)=.448, p=.000). Survey items Improvements in
Curriculum and Improvements in Communication are moderately correlated
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(r(124)=.322, p=.000) and items Improvements in Teaching and Improvements in
Interdepartmental Relationships are correlated at (r(124)=.347, p=.000).
There are several individual outcome variables moderately correlated with
composite variables which include the items Improvements in Curriculum and Evidence
(r(124)=.374, p=.000) and Improvements in Students Learning and Evidence
(r(124)=.369, p=.000). Further, items Improvements in Teaching and Evidence are
correlated (r(124)=.334, p=.000) and items Improvements in Communication and
Evidence are moderately correlated (r(124)=.384, p=.000). Additionally, items
Improvements in Interdepartmental Relationships and Evidence are correlated
(r(124)=.308, p=.000) and items Improvements in Communication and Methods are
moderately correlated (r(124)=.315, p=.000). There is also a moderate correlation
between Improvements in Curriculum and Feedback (r(\24)=.347, p=.000).
Several items showed a weak to moderate correlation (r<.300) and include items
Improvements in Student Learning and Feedback (r(124)=.294, p=.001) and items
Improvements in Teaching and Feedback (r(124)=.272, p=.002). Items Improvements in
Interdepartmental Relationships and. Feedback axe correlated (r(124)=.279, p=.002.
Additionally, items Improvements in Student Learning and Methods are correlated
(r(124)=.262, p=.003) and items Improvements in Interdepartmental Relationships and
Methods are correlated (r(124)=.272, p=.002). Correlations also exist between
Improvements in Interdepartmental Relationships and Feedback (r(124)=.279, p=.002)
and items Improvements in External Stakeholder Relationships and Feedback
(r(124)=.265, p=.003). One other correlation to note is the negative relationship between
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the item Obstacles and all other variables. This relationship is expected since the more
obstacles encountered there is less likelihood for improvements.
A regression analysis was run with the six separate Outcomes variables and the
five composite variables. A regression analysis is used to "predict" how a variable will be
affected by other variables (Hopkins, Hopkins, & Glass, 1996). The regression analysis
was used to determine if the plan elements, evidence of the plan, obstacles to assessment
plans, and methods and feedback for assessment plans are related to the assessment plan
outcomes. The results for the regression analysis of plan outcomes and elements,
evidence, obstacles, methods, and feedback is shown in Table 22.
The regression revealed that for all items in the dependent variable
"Outcomes/Improvements" when all five composite variables were considered there is a
statistically significant influence for each item. The regression analysis found the
composite variables Elements, Evidence, Obstacles, Methods, and Feedback (p=.000)
account for 19.6% of the variance for the item "improvements in curriculum."
Individually, the variable Evidence (B=.361, p=.040) influences this item. The composite
variables Elements, Evidence, Obstacles, Methods, and Feedback (p=.000) account for
17.6% of the variance for the item "improvements in student learning." Individually, the
variable Evidence (B=.400, p=.022) shows a statistically significant influence on this
item. The regression analysis found the composite variables Elements, Evidence,
Obstacles, Methods, and Feedback (p=.004) account for 13.6% of the variance for the
item "improvements in teaching." Individually, the variable Evidence (B=.368, p=.034)
shows a statistically significant influence on this item. The composite variables Elements,
Evidence, Obstacles, Methods, and Feedback (p=.000) account for 20.8% of the variance
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Table 22
Regression for Outcomes and Elements, Evidence, Obstacles, Methods, and Feedback

Outcome/
Improvement
Curriculum

Inputs

B

Elements
Evidence
Obstacles
Methods
Feedback
All 5 var.

.030
.361
-.317
.046
.302

Elements
Evidence
Obstacles
Methods
Feedback
All 5 var.

.000
.400
-.003
.243
.210

Elements
Evidence
Obstacles
Methods
Feedback
All 5 var.

.014
.368
-.212
.034
.178

Elements
Evidence
Obstacles
Methods
Feedback
All 5 var.

.080
.501
-.209
.317
-.066

Interdepartmental Elements
Relationships
Evidence
Obstacles
Methods
Feedback
All 5 var.

-.217
.355
-.130
.359
.305

Elements
Evidence
Obstacles
Methods
Feedback
All 5 var.

-.183
.342
-.012
.287
.268

Student Learning

Teaching

Communication

External Stakeholder
Relationships

* Statistically significance at p<.05

Std
Error
.105
.174
.163
.127
.156
.104
.172
.161
.126
.154
.103
.171
.160
.125
.153
.104
.172
.161
.126
.154
.123
.204
.190
.149
.182
.115
.191
.178
.139
.171

Beta
.025
.218
-.165
.031
.192
.000
.247
-.001
.169
.137
.012
.233
-.116
.024
.119
.066
.303
-.109
.216
-.042
-.155
.185
-.059
.211
.168
-.141
.193
-.006
.183
.160

T

Sig

R2

.288
2.074
-1.949
.359
1.941

.774
.040*
.054
.720
.055
.000*

.196

.001 .999
2.231 .022*
-.017 .986
1.936 .055
1.362 .176
.000*

.176

.138
2.146
-1.323
.273
1.165
.771
2.907
-1.298
2.518
-0.426
-1.770
1.742
-.685
2.414
1.677
-1.592
1.789
-.066
2.058
1.569

.891
.034*
.188
.785
.247
.004*

.136

.442
.004*.
197
.013*.
671
.000*

.208

.079
.084
.495
.017*
.096
.000*

.175

.114
.076
.948
.042*
.119
.002*

.149
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for the item "improvements in communication." Individually, the variable Evidence
(B=.501, p=.004) shows a statistically significant influence on this item as well as the
individual variable Methods (B=.317, p=.013).
The regression analysis further found that the composite variables Elements,
Evidence, Obstacles, Methods, and Feedback (p=.000) account for 17.5% of the variance
for the item "improvements in interdepartmental relationships." Individually, the variable
Methods (B=.359, p=.017) shows a statistically significant influence on this item. The
composite variables Elements, Evidence, Obstacles, Methods, and Feedback (p=.002)
account for 14.9% of the variance for the item "improvements in external stakeholder
relationships." Individually, the variable Methods (B=.287, p=.042) shows an influence
on this item.
Regression analysis was used again with individual items from
"Outcomes/Improvements'7 and the composite variables that were found to be significant
for influencing items for Outcome/Improvements. The results for the regression analysis
on "improvements in curriculum" and the individual items in the composite variable
Evidence are displayed in Table 23.
Individually, the items from the Evidence variable that show a significant
influence on improvements in curriculum are Culture and Results. The institutional
culture regarding assessment of student learning outcomes (B=.402, p=.000) shows a
statistically significant influence on improvements in curriculum. Additionally, having
and using results from assessment of student learning processes (B=.414, p=.002)
significantly influences improvements in curriculum. The other Evidence variable
individual items did not result in a statistically significant influence to improvements in
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Table 23
Regression for Outcomes in Curriculum and Individual Items for Evidence
Outcome/
Improvement
Curriculum

Inputs
Culture
PDSA
Data
Qlty Tools
FacInvolve
Results
Resources
Compar Data
All 8 var.

B
.409
.000
-.102
.136
-.103
.461
-.177
-.062

Std
Error
.098
.106
.097
.112
.112
.143
.124
.096

Beta
.402
.000
-.097
.123
-.086
.414
-.189
-.176

T

Sig

4.173
-0.003
-1.061
1.208
-0.916
3.232
-1.434
-.644

.000*
.998
.291
.230
.361
.002*
.154
.521
.000*

R1

.300

*Statistically significance at p<.05

curriculum. When the variable Evidence (p=.000) is considered separately from the other
variables or sections it accounts for 30.0% of the variance for the item improvements in
curriculum.
The results for the regression analysis on "improvements in student learning" and
the individual items in the composite variable Evidence are displayed in Table 24.
Table 24
Regression for Outcomes in Student Learning and Individual Items for Evidence
Outcome/
Improvement
Student
Learning

Inputs
Culture
PDSA
Data
Qlty Tools
Fac Involve
Results
Resources
Compar Data
All 8 var.

B
.304
.156
-.149
-.137
.250
.426
-.091
0.045

Std
Error
.099
.107
.098
.114
.113
.144
.125
.097

Beta
.306
.137
-.143
-.127
.215
.392
-.100
-.057

T

Sig

R2

3.059
1.451
-1.513
-1.201
2.210
2.948
-0.728
-0.466

.003*
.149
.133
.232
.029*
.004*
.468
.642
.000

.254

* Statistically significant at p<.05

Individually, the items from the Evidence variable that show a significant influence on
improvements in student learning are Culture, Faculty Involvement, and Results. The
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institutional culture regarding assessment of student learning outcomes (B=.306, p=.003)
shows a statistically significant influence on improvements in student learning.
Additionally, having faculty involvement in the assessment processes (B=.215, p=.029)
has a significant influence on improvements in student learning. Further, using results
from assessment of student learning processes (B=.392, p=.004) has a statistically
significant influence on improvements in student learning. The other Evidence variable
individual items did not result in a statistically significant influence on improvements in
student learning. When the variable Evidence (p=.000) is considered separately from the
other variables or sections it accounts for 25.4% of the variance for the item
improvements in student learning.
The results for the regression analysis on "improvements in teaching" and the
individual items in the composite variable Evidence are displayed in Table 25.
Table 25
Regression for Outcomes in Teaching and Individual Items for Evidence
Outcome/
Improvement
Teaching

Plan Inputs
Culture
PDSA
Data
Qlty Tools
FacInvolve
Results
Resources
Compar Data
A118var.

B
.074
.021
.039
.027
.120
.319
-.009
-.021

Std
Error
103
112
102
118
118
150
130
101

Beta
.077
.019
.039
.026
.106
.302
-.010
-.028

T
.718
.190
.388
.230
1.022
2.127
-.067
-.212

Sig
.474
.850
.698
.818
.309
.036*
.947
.833
.022

R7
.474
.850
.698
.818
.309
.036
.947
.833
.140

*Statistically significant at p<.05

Individually, the item from the Evidence variable that show a significant influence on
improvements in teaching is Results. Using results from assessment of student learning
processes (B=.302, p=.036) has a statistically significant influence on improvements in
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teaching. The other Evidence variable individual items did not result in a statistically
significant influence to improvements in teaching. When the variable Evidence (p=.022)
is considered separately from the other variables or sections it accounts for 14.0% of the
variance for the item improvements in teaching.
The results for the regression analysis on "improvements in communication" and
the individual items in the composite variables Evidence and Methods are displayed in
Table 26.
Table 26
Regression for Outcomes in Communication and Individual Items for Evidence and
Methods
Outcome/
Improvement
Communication

Communication

Inputs

B

Culture
PDSA
Data
Qlty Tools
Fac Involve
Results
Resources
Compar Data
All 8 var.

.041
.179
.008
.058
.070
.195
.139
-.021

Local Stand
State Stand
GPA
CourseGrade
Portfolio
CoreAbilities
FacDevTest
All 7 var.

-.012
.273
-.080
.260
-.124
.124
.045

Std
Error
.106
.115
.105
.122
.121
.154
.134
.104
.109
.074
.087
.089
.109
.108
.095

Beta
.040
.154
.008
.053
.058
.176
.149
-.025
-.013
.348
-.093
.343
-.131
.155
.054

Sig

R1

.383 .702
1.553 .123
.079 .937
.476 .635
.574 .567
1.265 .009*
1.037 .302
-.198 .843
.004

.175

.916
.000*
.361
.004*
.257
.253
.638
.000*

.227

T

-.106
3.711
-.917
2.903
-1.139
1.149
.472

^Statistically significance at p<.05

Individually, the item from the Evidence variable that shows a significant influence on
improvements in communication is Results. Using results from assessment of student
learning processes (B=.195, p=.009) has a statistically significant influence on
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improvements in communication. The other Evidence variable individual items did not
result in a statistically significant influence to improvements in communication.
Additionally, improvements in communication were influenced by individual items from
the methods of data collection variable including the use of state standardized tests and
using course grades. Collecting data using state standardized tests (B=.260, p=.004) has a
significant influence on improving communication, and using course grades (B=.260,
p=.004) significantly influenced improvements in communication. When the variable
Evidence (p=.004) is considered separately from the other variables or sections it
accounts for 17.50% of the variance for the item improvements in communication and
separately considering the Methods section (p=.000) accounted for 22.7% of the variance
in improvements in communication.
The results for the regression analysis on "improvements in interdepartmental
relationships" and the individual items in the composite variable Methods are displayed
in Table 27.
Table 27
Regression for Outcomes Interdepartmental Relationships and Individual Items for
Methods
Outcome/
Improvement
Interdepartmental
Relationships

Inputs
Local Stand
State Stand
GPA
CourseGrade
Portfolio
CoreAbilities
FacDevTest
All 6 var.

*Statistically significance at p<.05

B
.052
.179
-.099
.062
.050
.141
.103

Std
Error
.135
.091
.107
.111
.134
.134
.117

Beta
.052
.197
-.100
.070
.046
.151
.108

T
.386
1.970
-.919
.558
.374
1.049
.881

Sig
.700
.051
.360
.578
.709
.296
.380
.041

R1

.116
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Individually, none of the items from the Methods section influenced improvements in
interdepartmental relationships. The closest item to being statistically significant is state
standardized tests (B=.179, p=.051) but exceeds the alpha of .05 slightly. The Methods
section (p=.041) accounted for 11.6% of the variance in improvements in
interdepartmental relationships.
The results for the regression analysis on "improvements in external stakeholder
relationships" and the individual items in the composite variable Methods are displayed
in Table 28.
Table 28
Regression for Outcomes in External Stakeholder Relationships and Individual Items for
Methods
Outcome/
Improvement
External
Stakeholders

Inputs
Local Stand
State Stand
GPA
CourseGrade
Portfolio
CoreAbilities
FacDevTest
All 7 var.

B
.130
.122
-.058
.008
.058
.053
.096

Std
Error
.126
.085
.101
.104
.126
.126
.110

Beta
.120
.126
-.064
.010
.058
.062
.108

T

Sig

1.028
1.432
-0.576
.075
.463
.425
.871

.306
.055*
.566
.940
.644
.672
.386
.030*

R2

.090

* Statistically significance at p<.05

Individually, none of the items from the Methods section showed influence to
improvements in external stakeholder relationships. The closest item to being statistically
significant is state standardized tests (B=.122, p=.055) but exceeds the alpha of .05
slightly. The Methods section (p=.030) accounted for 9% of the variance in
improvements in external stakeholder relationships.
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Summary
Overall, as the data suggested, most participants in the study were from
community colleges as compared to technical colleges, and most participants spent only
a small portion (1 - 25%) of their work time dealing with assessment processes. Further,
most participants were familiar with and are directly involved with AQIP activities on
their campus. Most participants were responsible for assessment activities for both
General and Occupational Education programs.
All participants responded that their institution had a written assessment of
student learning outcomes plan and evidence that assessment plans and activities existed
on their campus were documented in annual reports and as part of institutional strategic
plans. Only a small number of participants indicated that their institution used a planning
manual for assessment processes.
Most participants indicated in both General and Occupational education programs
that their plans included outcomes, goals, and measures of student performance. Only a
few participants indicated that for General Education, their plan did not include any
clearly stated assessment goals or measures of student performance. The data analysis did
not reveal any statistically significant differences between General and Occupational
Education programs for this portion of the survey.
The data analysis indicated that the most commonly used data collection sources
were faculty developed course specific tests and state/national standardized tests. The
results were similar between General and Occupational Education programs in using
faculty developed course specific tests, but t test results showed there were differences in
the two programs when considering their use of state/nationally developed standardized
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tests and portfolios of student work. Further, some of the various data collection methods
were found to predict improvements in communication, interdepartmental relationships,
and external stakeholder relationships.
The data analysis indicated that faculty involvement, measureable data, and
having assessment as part of the institutional culture are common to both General and
Occupational Programs as ways of evidencing assessment practices. Differences between
the two programs were revealed as to the importance placed on these practices.
Additional differences occur in support with resources for assessment and using
comparative data with other colleges. This category of questions were found to predict
improvements more than any other category. The Evidence category of questions was
correlated to improvement in curriculum, student learning, teaching, and communication.
The results for assessment feedback showed that participants indicated reporting
to administration and to their faculty was most important for both General and
Occupational programs. There were differences between to two programs when it came
to reporting results to students, the institution at large, and to employers. The data
analysis revealed that none of the variables in the feedback category served to predict
outcomes or improvements. The feedback category was only mildly correlated to
improvements in curriculum.
Improvements in curriculum, student learning, and teaching methods were
revealed to be the most common outcomes for both General and Occupational Education
programs. There were, however, differences between the two programs for student
learning, teaching methods, departmental relationships, and external stakeholder
relationships. This category of outcomes was influenced by all other categories, including
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plan elements, plan evidence, data collection methods, feedback, and obstacles. There
were strong to mildly strong correlations for all improvements with other variables and
most often the plan evidence variable served to predict improvements.
The obstacles category had similar results for both General and Occupation
programs related to lack of time to complete assessment plan, lack of rewards/motivation
for following the plan, and lack of support by administration. Beyond these three items
the two program areas had considerable differences. None of the items in this category
served to predict improvements or outcomes. Only two items showed a weak negative
correlation with improvements.
This chapter contains all of the data, analysis, and results used for this study. A
discussion of these findings and recommendations will be offered in Chapter 5
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
This chapter discusses the findings from the Assessment of Student Learning
Outcomes Survey, used to collect data from individuals employed at AQIP accredited
community and technical colleges regarding their institutions' assessment of student
learning outcomes practices in two program areas. The response rate was fairly high
(n=75, 52.4%), with one third of all AQIP technical schools surveyed (n=l 1, 33.3%)
responding and just under two thirds (n=64, 58.2%) of all AQIP community colleges
responding. While this survey utilized a convenience sample for contacting participants
and therefore may not be generalized to other community and technical college settings,
the findings do provide important information regarding the existence of student learning
outcomes plans, the plan elements, and measurable improvements as a consequence of
student learning outcomes assessment for the participating schools. The summary data as
presented in Chapter 4 informs the discussion of the research questions in this chapter.
AQIP Familiarity and Involvement and Time for Assessment Plan
As members of AQIP, schools must have evidence that supports AQIP Criteria
One, Helping Students Learn (AQIP, 2006a). This criterion focuses on teaching-learning
processes and examines systems related to learning objectives, student assessment,
measurement and analysis of results, and ultimately, continuous improvement based on
results. It is reasonable to expect that individuals who are responsible for assessment of
student learning outcomes in an AQIP accredited school would be familiar with the AQIP
Criteria One, and all but one out of 74 participants indicated that they were somewhat to
very familiar with AQIP criteria. The one participant who was not familiar with AQIP

criteria may not be familiar with the specifics of the criteria but may be following a more
generalized approach to assessment. Additionally, it is reasonable to expect that an
organization committed to practicing quality processes would have those responsible for
assessment involved with the deployment of AQIP at their institution. Based on the
survey results, nearly all of the participants (n=69, 92%) considered themselves to be at
least limited or up to a great extent directly involved with AQIP practices. However, 6
participants, or 8%, indicated that they were not at all directly involved with AQIP. Out
of these 6 participants, 5 are at least somewhat familiar with AQIP while not being
directly involved with deploying the requirements. It is interesting to note that according
to the survey data for this study, a leading obstacle encountered in implementing
assessment plans is a lack of holistic organizational thinking. This may explain why, for
some institutions, those most responsible for assessment are not directly involved with
AQIP. It may be that institutions have not taken a holistic approach to AQIP and have
everyone involved across the campus. This represents a new finding in the field as no
previous research on level of involvement in AQIP and effective student assessment
plans could be located.
An interesting correlation was found between obstacles that occur in the
assessment process and the amount of time participants indicated they had to dedicate to
assessment processes. For both General and Occupational Education programs a lack of
time to complete the assessment plan process was a leading obstacle. Most participants
(52%) indicated they only had 0 - 25% of their job responsibilities dedicated to
assessment practices. Only 8 participants (10.7%) indicated that they had a large portion
(76 - 100%>) of their job responsibilities dedicated to assessment. This is consistent with

101
previous studies on time requirements needed for completing assessment plans
effectively (Suskie, 2006).
Assessment Plans and Documentation
Importantly, as explored in the demographic section of the survey, and in
response to Research Question 1 which asks to what extent assessment plans exist, all
participating schools indicated that they have a written plan for assessment of student
learning outcomes in both General and Occupational Education programs (N=124,
100%). This is a requirement for accreditation in the Higher Learning Commission of the
North Central Association regional accreditation organization (The Higher Learning
Commission, 2003). Further, when asked how their institution documents the assessment
plan, participants indicated both General (90.5%) and Occupational (90.2%) Education
program areas annually prepare an assessment plan report. Participants additionally
reported that for 73% of the General Education programs and 72.1% of the Occupational
Education programs assessment plans are part of their institutional strategic plan. This
finding supports the research done by Bishop (2004) on the importance of including
assessment as a part of the institutional strategic planning process. Further, in both
program areas (General - 57.1%, Occupational - 67.2%) an AQEP Action Project had
been prepared as a way of documenting the existence of student outcomes assessment
plans. While considerably less than other methods of documentation, assessment plan
handbooks (General - 39.7%, Occupational - 57.4%) and planning manuals (General
28.6%, Occupational 41.0%) were used to some extent. It is reasonable to say that student
outcomes assessment plans are written and documented in a variety of methods in both
program areas. The types of documentation most commonly being used (assessment plan
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report, part of institutional strategic plan, and AQIP Action Project) would further
indicate that the plans are regularly (typically annually) being updated and are being
recognized as important as part of institutional processes. Further, documentation through
AQIP Action Projects, planning manuals, and handbooks would be indicators of
operationalizing the assessment plan. This represents a new finding in the field as no
previous research on using AQIP documentation methods for student learning assessment
could be located.
Core Assessment Principles as Part of Assessment Plan
Research by Suskie (2006) identified specific elements needed for effective
assessment practices. Additionally, TQM and hence, AQIP, include particular criteria
upon which student learning effectiveness is measured (2006a). As explored in Research
Question 2, participants were asked to indicate if the institution's student outcomes
assessment plan included three core assessment elements; clearly stated assessment goals,
clearly stated learning outcomes, and measures of student performance. In all of the
responses for both General and Occupational Education programs, clearly stated learning
outcomes are part of the assessment plan at least to a Limited Extent and most
participants indicated that student learning outcomes were part of the plan to a Moderate
or Great Extent (General - 85.7%; Occupational - 81.0%). Additionally, in all but two
responses for the General Education program area, participants indicated that clearly
stated assessment goals are found in the assessment plan at least to a Limited Extent and
in most cases these goals are found to a Moderate or Great Extent (General - 87.3%;
Occupational - 75.8%). Lastly, participants indicated that measures of student
performance are found in assessment plans at least to a Limited Extent in nearly all the
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responses. Only four responses in General Education program areas indicated that there
were no measures of student performance at all. Most plans have measures of student
performance at a Moderate or Great Extent (General - 77.8%; Occupational - 82.6%).
From this research, it is apparent that most assessment plans considered for this survey do
contain some type of assessment elements of goals, outcomes, and performance
measures. This is consistent with the findings in other studies (Marshall, 2002; McMillan,
2000; Suskie) on needed elements in effective assessment plans.
To further explore Research Question 2, a survey question relating to measureable
data sources and data collection methods was included. Interestingly, faculty developed,
course-specific tests were used most frequently in General Education at least to a Limited
Extent (96.8%) and with the same level of use in Occupational Education (96.8%). There
were two instances in each program area where the participants indicated that faculty
developed tests were Not used at all. Another frequently used source of data collection
was state developed standardized tests with General Education programs using these at
least to a Limited Extent in 81%) of the responses and in the responses for Occupational
Education programs these tests were used at least to a Limited Extent 100%) of the time.
Not surprisingly, a locally developed test for core abilities was used more often in
General Education than in Occupational Education and student work portfolios were used
more often in the Occupational area than in General Education. For both areas the student
GPA was of little use for student outcomes assessment and was indicated to be not used
at all in nearly half of the responses. In a study by McMillan (2000), he indicated that
several methods of data collection were most effective rather than a single course grade.
My study findings are consistent with the McMillan study.
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Survey question 3 explored additional elements of effective assessment plans
include were explored with survey question 3. Participants overwhelmingly indicated that
faculty were involved in the assessment plans at their institution in the General Education
program area 100% of the time at least to a Limited Extent and for Occupational
Education faculty were involved 100% at the Moderate or Great Extent level.
Participants indicated that measurable data were collected at least to a Limited Extent in
nearly all of the responses (General Education - 95.2%; Occupational Education 100%o). Participants further indicated that assessment was part of their institutional
culture at least to a Limited Extent in General Education in 92.1% of the responses and
100%o in Occupational Education programs. Previous research is supported by these
findings regarding the importance of institutional culture and practicing continuous
improvement (Pemberton, 2005; Stewart, 2006). Participants felt nearly as strongly about
results being used to measure effectiveness.
Yet, an important difference between General Education and Occupation
Education was there was less likelihood of using quality tools and a process model for
assessment processes in General Education than in Occupational. There were also
important differences in the perceived amount of support of resources for assessment in
General Education (at a moderate to great extent Al .6% of the time) compared to
Occupational Education (moderate to great extent 91.8% of the time). There was an even
stronger indication that General Education does not use comparative data with other
colleges whereas Occupational Education programs do use comparative data, to at least a
limited extent, in 96.1% of the responses. This represents a new finding in the field as no
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previous research on AQIP accredited colleges and evidence of assessment could be
found.
Another important aspect for effective assessment plans is channels of
communication. A common element in the four models that were used to develop the
survey for this research, communication of results was considered to be an integral part
of an assessment plan protocol (AQIP, 2006a; HLC, 2007; Suskie, 2006). In both General
Education and Occupational Education, reporting results to administration and faculty
was occurring at least to a limited extent 100% of the time. An important difference
occurred between General and Occupational Education in reporting to transfer
institutions and employers. In General Education reporting to either the employer or
transfer institution occurred mostly not at all whereas in Occupational Education the
results were being reported to employers or transfer institutions at a moderate or great
extent. Reporting to the community on either of the two program areas was primarily on a
limited to moderate extent. These findings indicate that reporting results is primarily an
internal function of the institution and forms of external communication (community,
employers, & transfer institutions) are not being used as readily and would likely indicate
that few if any external benchmarking or comparisons are being determined, particularly
in General Education. This represents a new finding in the field as no previous research
on AQIP colleges and methods of reporting assessment results could be located.
Curriculum Changes and Student Learning Improvements
One of the primary and most important findings of this study, as explored in
Research Question 3, is the extent to which student outcomes assessment plans resulted
in curriculum changes and student learning improvements. Several studies have
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considered TQM in various educational settings and the benefit and improvements that
can be gained through this process (Brinkley, 1994; Byrd, 1998; Thalner, 2005). The
participants in this study indicated that there were perceived improvements in curriculum
at least to a limited extent in both General Education (93.7%) and Occupational
Education (100%). This finding is consistent with research done by Ibekewe (2006) and
Cook (2008) who both determined that improvements in student learning existed in
colleges using TQM practices. Further, both program areas were reported to have
improvements in student learning at least to a limited extent (General - 88.9%;
Occupational - 100%). Improvements in teaching methods were also indicated at least to
a limited extent in both General Education (85.7%) and Occupational Education (100%).
Improvements in departmental relationships and improvements in communication of
assessment were indicated to have moderate improvements. The only area to not show
much improvement was relationships with external stakeholders, with more than half of
the institutions indicating a limited extent or no improvement at all in either General or
Occupational Education. These results are consistent with the other studies in that
improvements were perceived as a consequence of continuous improvement practices,
however, the findings are new to the field as there was no previous research on AQIP
colleges and improvements in student learning assessment.
Obstacles in Student Learning Assessment Plans
As explored in Research Question 4, participants did indicate that there are
obstacles impeding implementation of assessment plans. Most of the obstacles that did
occur were primarily in the limited to moderate extent range. There were very small
percentages of obstacles occurring in the great extent range, indicating that these
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obstacles are relevant but not likely stopping student outcomes assessment from
occurring. The most significant obstacles for both General and Occupational Education
programs are a lack of holistic organizational thinking and time to complete the
assessment plan process. This can be correlated with the responses in the demographic
area on the amount of time that the participants have to spend on performing assessment
duties (0 - 25% or their time) and their level of involvement with AQIP. An interesting
difference between General Education and Occupational Education was the perceptions
regarding the lack of rewards/motivation for following the assessment plan. For General
Education programs this is occurred to a moderate or great extent 65.6% of the time,
whereas in Occupational only 54.1% of the time with 18% of the time not occurring at
all. Another important difference occurred in the lack of comparative data item; in
General Education this occurred to a moderate or great extent only 15.9% of the time but
in Occupational Education this occurred 32.8% of the time. Consistent with both
programs was that the lack of support by administration and the lack of appropriate
assessment tools mostly occurring to a limited extent or not at all. The lack of quality
tools and a model for continuous improvement was consistent within both programs,
occurring mostly at a limited to moderate extent. These findings are consistent with the
recognized obstacles suggested by Suskie (2006) and Lopez (2002).
Differences between General Education and Occupational Education
This study explored what differences exist between General Education and
Occupational Education in the findings between each institution. Interestingly, there are
no distinct differences among the elements that compose the assessment plans for
General or Occupational Education programs. Based on the study they are consistent with
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one another. This could be concluded to say that both program areas have written plans
and they are composed of similar elements.
Differences do exist between the two program areas when considering data
collection methods in the use of state developed standardized tests and portfolios of
student work. While both areas use each of these data collection methods, Occupational
programs use both of them to a greater extent. There were also differences in evidence of
core assessment principles. While both programs indicated that faculty are involved in
the assessment plan, Occupational programs perceived this to be true at a moderate to
great extent and did not see this item as an obstacle in implementing the plan whereas
General Education programs indicated that at times faculty were involved to only a
limited extent and considered the lack of faculty involvement a greater obstacle than in
the Occupational Education programs.
Additional differences existed in the use of comparative data with other colleges.
General Education programs are less likely to use comparative data with other colleges
than are Occupational Education programs. This is consistent with the data from the
survey regarding perceived obstacles in that in the General Education programs the
participants indicated a moderate lack of comparative data. A difference also existed in
the amount of resources are that are used to support assessment. In General Education
19% of the time participants indicated that there was no support of resources at all
whereas this occurred in only 1.6% of the Occupational Education program responses.
Differences existed in General and Occupational Education regarding assessment
feedback and reporting. Occupational Education programs were much more likely to
report to external sources than were the General Education programs. This is consistent
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with nature of Occupational programs in that they are intended to culminate in
employability, therefore they would be more likely to report results to area employers and
the community than would General Education. Many standardized tests report results
directly to students therefore; the greater use of these tests would imply that there would
likely be more reporting to students.
There were reported differences in improvements evidenced as a result of
assessment efforts. Differences occurred in improvements in student learning, teaching
methods, departmental relationships, and relationships with external stakeholders. In each
of these items Occupational Education programs were perceived to have a higher level of
improvement. In particular, there is a considerable difference in the mean (General M=1.94; Occupational = 2.44) in the area of improved relationships with external
stakeholders. It is likely that because this program area leads to employment
opportunities there is more of an external stakeholder focus and relationship.
Differences between the two program areas in the obstacles encountered in
assessment included the following items: lack of holistic organizational thinking, lack of
use of quality tools, lack of support by faculty, and lack of comparative data. Holistic
organizational thinking and the use of quality tools is more challenging for General
Education. Lack of support by faculty and lack of comparative data held a slightly higher
level of difficulty for Occupational Education programs than in General Education. This
represents new findings in the field as no previous research on AQP accredited colleges
and student learning assessment could be located.
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Extent Outcomes Relate to Plan Variables
An important and primary finding for this study is related to Research Question 6
regarding the perceived assessment outcomes related to assessment plan elements, data
collection methods, evidence of assessment practices, assessment feedback, and
assessment obstacles. The section of items most influencing improvements was the
evidence category, which included institutional culture, the use of Plan Do Study Act
(PDSA) model for continuous improvement, use of measurable data, the use of quality
tools, faculty involvement, results for measuring effectiveness, assessment supported
with resources, and the use of comparative data. This means that when considering
improvements in curriculum, the institutional culture surrounding assessment and having
results that can measure effectiveness make a significant impact. A culture of continuous
improvement would foster changes in curriculum and having results that could be
indicators of needed improvement would be influential in making these kinds of
improvements.
My data indicate that making improvements in student learning is most influenced
by institutional culture, faculty involvement, and results that can measure effectiveness.
Institutional culture supporting continuous improvement would influence improvements
in student learning. Faculty support and involvement in the improved student learning
process would clearly be imperative and having measureable results that help determine
gains in student learning would support this outcome.
The most important influence in improving teaching methods was having
measureable results that would provide indications of needed improvements. When
faculty know where the weaknesses are in the process they can respond to and make
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improvements to the processes that support student learning. Measurable results were
also determined to be the greatest influence for improvements in communication. It
seems reasonable that when one has measurable results it is easier to discuss progress,
improvements, or changes based upon actual information.
Improvements in communication and relationships with external stakeholders
were also influenced by the use of state standardized tests. It is likely that these tests have
validated test results and perhaps comparative information. Using a reliable source of
measurable data can lend creditability to communication. This may make the
improvements more evident and clear.
Summary of Key Research Findings Compared to Previous Research
Table 29 shows a summary of the significant findings on my study compared with
previous research on assessment of student learning.
Table 29
Significant Findings from the Study Compared to Previous Research Findings
Findings (Schwass, 2010)
Existence of Assessment Plans &
Documentation:

Previous Research

All colleges in study have written plan
for assessment of student learning
outcomes.

Confirms requirements of NCA and Lopez
(2002) findings that colleges do have
assessment plans.

Assessment plans are reported to be well
documented.

No previous research found,

Data Collection Sources:
Faculty developed course specific tests
were used most frequently for both
General and Occupational Education
programs

No previous research found,
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Table 29 (Continued)
Effective Assessment Plan Components:
Faculty involvement important in
assessment plan process.

No previous research found.

Institutional culture an important factor
in assessment plan.

Confirms Pemberton (2005) and Stewart
(2006) findings that institutional culture
impacts the level of success of TQM
practices

Differences in General and Occupational
Education Programs:
General Education programs are less
likely to use comparative data than
Occupational programs.

No previous research found.

Occupational Education programs are
more likely to communicate with external
stakeholders than are General Education
programs.

No previous research found.

General Education programs perceived
core assessment principles (faculty
involvement, using results for
effectiveness, & using comparative data)
to exist less often than in Occupational
programs.

No previous research found.

Perceived levels of improvements
(student learning, teaching methods, and
relationships with external stakeholders)
were lower for General Education
programs.

No previous research found.

Perceived obstacles to assessment plan
(holistic thinking, use of quality tools,
support by faculty, comparative data)
occurred more frequently for General
Education programs..

No previous research found,
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Table 29 (Continued)
Improvements in assessment process:
Improvements in all items (curriculum,
student learning, teaching methods,
communication, departmental
relationships, and external stakeholder
relationships) were perceived for both
General and Occupational Education
programs

Differs from Lopez (2002) study that
institutions have plans but no real
improvements. Represents new research.

Obstacles in assessment:
Lack of holistic thinking and time to
complete the assessment plan process are
the most significant obstacles to
assessment plans.

Confirms Suskie (2006) and Lopez (2002)
findings on obstacles for effective
assessment practices.

Influences on assessment improvements:
The category most influencing
improvements in student learning
outcomes is the evidence section,
specifically, institutional culture, faculty
involvement, and measurable results

No previous research found.

Recommendations for Future Study
First, a qualitative study that would delve deeper into specific techniques that are
being used for student learning assessment would perhaps create a better understanding
of why differences exist between General and Occupational Education programs. Given
the significant differences in these two programs, further study may reveal a clearer
explanation about why they are different.
Second, a comparison study of AQIP accredited schools and traditionally
accredited schools would be interesting to determine if there are differences in these two
types of accredited schools related to assessment plans. Continued research on the impact
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of TQM type accreditation models is needed in order to determine if the perceived value
is real and significant.
Third, research aimed at determining best practices in student learning outcomes
assessment at AQIP accredited colleges would be useful for determining methods and
practices for these colleges. Since AQIP accreditation is fairly new, there is very little
research on how successful this type of accreditation model really is.
A final future research opportunity would be a study using content analysis of the
current assessment plans to determine more clearly and specifically what these plans
contain. This may be useful in order to better understand what elements are being used
and identify practices that are leading to improvements in student learning.
Recommendations for Higher Education Leaders
As changes in accreditation standards continue to move in the direction of
continuous improvement methodologies, accountability for student learning outcomes is
scrutinized and higher education institutions are held responsible for assessment of this
information. Accreditation models similar to AQIP help institutions focus on continuous
improvement throughout all aspects of the organization, but in particular, student
learning. Based on findings from my research, the AQIP affiliated community colleges
and technical schools who participated in the survey indicated that the people most
responsible for assessment were very familiar and involved with AQIP principles. It is
likely that a focus on continuous improvement, when developed into student learning
assessment practices, has a strong positive impact.
The colleges in the survey indicated they had written plans for student learning
assessment and they indicated that the plan was imbedded into the culture and strategic
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goals of the institution. Creating a connectedness of assessment and institutional
operations would have a positive impact on the accomplishment of the assessment plan
through greater support and recognition. Assessment activities that operate in isolation
will likely fail and lead to very little improvement.
My research indicates that time to complete assessment activities is limited and,
consequently, becomes an obstacle in the success of effect assessment practices. If
assessment is valued by the institution to the degree in that most participants indicated it
was part of the institutional strategic plan, then seemingly it should be supported by
allowing time for individuals to comprehensively complete the assessment plan
requirements. Most participants indicated that they had less than 25% of their job duties
dedicated to assessment activities and in some cases these individuals carry the title of
Institutional Assessment Director. This indicates that 75% of their time is being spent on
other duties beyond assessment. This begs the question of how important assessment is
for these institutions.
Measures of student learning are necessary for assessment practices. A variety of
measures exists from standardized testing instruments to portfolios of student work. Data
from my study revealed that the most common measure was a state developed
standardized test for both General and Occupational Education programs. There are
advantages to this type of measure; it does provide quantified data that can be comparable
on certain criteria. Accreditation models ask institutions to demonstrate performance
outcome measures for student learning and it is likely that the measures that are used will
need to support the tracking of improvements. A standardized test can be one measure
provided this type of data.
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Based on my research, faculty involvement in the assessment process continues to
be a key component. Student learning assessment practices can lead to improvements in
teaching methodology and student success. Involving faculty in the assessment plan
process is important in creating more connectedness and understanding of plan goals and
outcomes. Other benefits of involving faculty may include better interdepartmental
relationships and potentially better external stakeholder relationships.
General Education programs are unique from Occupational Education programs
and likely what may be a perfect fit for one program may not work for the other. An
institution cannot use a "one-size fits all" approach to student learning outcomes
assessment. Occupational Education programs in the study held closer relationships with
external stakeholders and are much more likely to rely upon comparative data. This may
be due to the likelihood of more readily available information. General Education
programs need measurable data sources that can help create the opportunity for
comparability.
Conclusions
Accreditation remains to be the stamp of approval for colleges in the United
States. New models of accreditation based on TQM methods, like AQIP, are making
inroads into the operations of colleges. Accountability for educational outcomes rests
with the colleges and is mandated by accrediting agencies. The answer of how to ease the
burden of accountability can be answered by practicing methods based on quality
concepts. Using continuous quality improvement practices as described by AQIP can
help institutions create the evidence of improved institutional accountability that is being
scrutinized by the government, community, and students.
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My research has demonstrated that assessment plans not only exist at these
institutions, but they are perceived to be working in making improvements in student
learning. This information can be the start of a continuing conversation about the
importance AQIP accreditation can have on student learning outcomes in General and
Occupational Education programs. Continuous improvement is a dynamic process that
creates a symbiotic relationship for the institution. When the college does well, as
employees, we all do well. When students do well, teachers feel successful.
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Survey Cover Letter to Participants
As an individual involved with student learning assessment, you are invited to participate
in a survey examining Student Outcomes Assessment Plans in AQIP Accredited
Schools.
To participate in the survey, click this link to begin:
http://www.zoomerang.com/Survev/?p=WEB228KUFRUFTA
If you have received this email and you are not the person most responsible for, or
knowledgeable of assessment of student learning outcomes, please forward this email to
the appropriate individual at your institution. You may also reply if you do not wish to
respond and receive email reminders.
This survey serves as the research component for a dissertation study entitled: Student
Learning Outcomes Assessment in AQIP Accredited 2-year Colleges and Technical
Schools. The study is being conducted in partial fulfillment for a PhD. In Educational
Leadership at Western Michigan University, Department of Teaching, Learning, and
Leadership by Constance Schwass, doctoral student, under the direction of Dr. Louann
Bierlein Palmer. If you have any questions prior to, or during the survey you may contact
Constance Schwass at cmschwass@westshore.edu or Dr. Louann Bierlein Palmer at
l.bierleinpalmer(q)wmich.edu.
If you are interested in receiving a copy of the summarized results, please submit your
name and email address at the end of the survey.
Your consent to participate in this survey is greatly appreciated!
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Assessment of Student Learning Outcomes Survey
1. Please indicate your type of institution:
O Community College
O Technical School or College
2. Please indicate the amount of time your job duties are related to assessment:
O 0-25%
O 26-50%
O 51-75%
O 76-100%
3. Please indicate to what extent you are familiar with AQIP accreditation requirements:
O Not at all familiar
O Somewhat familiar
O Familiar
O Very familiar
4. Please indicate your level of involvement with AQIP activities (e.g., Action Projects,
planning continuous improvement processes, Systems Portfolio, Strategy Forum, AQIP
Team/Committee) at your institution:
O Not at all
O Limited Extent
O Moderate Extent
O Great Extent
5. Please indicate what curricular area best describes your area of responsibility for
assessment:
O General Education Programs Only
O Occupational Programs Only
O Both General Education and Occupational Programs
6. Does your institution have a written Student Outcomes Assessment Plan for
General Education Programs?
O Yes
O No
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7. Does your institution use any of the following to document your Student Outcomes
Assessment Plan for General Education Programs?
YES

NO

AQIP Action Project Assessment
Plan Annual Report
Assessment Planning Manual
Assessment Plan Handbook
Assessment Plan as part of Institutional Strategic Plan
8. Please indicate in the box below any other methods your institution uses to document
your Student Outcomes Assessment Plan for General Education Programs

9. Please indicate the extent to which each of the following elements are a component in
your Student Outcomes Assessment Plan for General Education Programs:
Not at
all

Limited
Extent

Moderate
Extent

Great
Extent

Clearly stated assessment goals are found in the
plan
Clearly stated learning outcomes are found in the
plan
Measures of student performance are found in the
plan
10. Please indicate the extent to which each of the following is used for data collection
as part of assessing student learning outcomes for General Education Programs:
Not at
all

Locally developed standardized tests
State or national standardized tests
Student GPA
Course Grades
Portfolio of student work
Locally developed test of specific abilities (e.g.,
critical thinking, communication, or computation)
Faculty developed course-specific assessment
tests

Limited
Extent

Moderate
Extent

Great
Extent
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11. Please indicate the extent to which each of the following is used or evidenced within
your institution as part of assessing student outcomes for the General Education
Programs:
Not at
all

Limited
Extent

Moderate
Extent

Great
Extent

Assessment is part of the institutional culture
A process model (e.g., Plan Do Study Act/PDSA)
is used for planning continuous improvement
Measurable data (quantitative or qualitative) are
collected and reported
Quality tools (e.g., charts, graphs) are used as part
of the assessment process
Faculty are involved in student outcomes
assessment plan development and implementation
Results are used to measure effectiveness and
make informed decisions for program
improvement
Assessment is supported with appropriate
resources (e.g., human, technology, funding)
Institution uses comparative data and analysis
with other institutions
12. Please indicate the extent to which your institution provides feedback to each of the
following stakeholders regarding Student Outcomes Assessment results for General
Education Programs:
Not at
all

Results are reported to students
Results are reported to faculty
Results are reported to administration
Results are reported to transfer institutions
Results are reported to community
Results are reported to employers

Limited
Extent

Moderate
Extent

Great
Extent
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13. Please indicate the extent to which each of the following outcomes have been
evidenced as a result of your assessment efforts in your General Education Programs:
Not at
all

Limited
Extent

Moderate
Extent

Great
Extent

Improvements in Curriculum
Improvements in Student Learning
Improvements in Teaching Methods
Improvements in Communication of Assessment
efforts
Improved Departmental Relationships
Improved Relationships with External
Stakeholders
14. Please indicate the extent to which you believe the following obstacles are/have been
encountered by your institution in implementing your Student Outcomes Assessment
Plan for General Education Programs:
Not at
all

Limited
Extent

Moderate
Extent

Great
Extent

Lack of data collection
Lack of systems thinking (holistic organizational
thinking
Lack of use of Quality Tools (e.g., charts, graphs)
Lack of a model for continuous improvement
Lack of support by administration
Lack of support by faculty
Lack of appropriate assessment tools (e.g., tests,
surveys)
Lack of comparative data
Lack of time to complete assessment plan
Lack of rewards/motivation for following plan
15. Are you also responsible for or knowledgeable of the Student Outcomes
Assessment Plan for Occupational Education Programs? (If so, select YES to continue,
or NO to complete survey)
O YES
O NO
16. Does your institution have a written Student Outcomes Assessment Plan for
Occupational Education Programs?
O Yes
O No
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17. Does your institution use any of the following to document your Student Outcomes
Assessment Plan for Occupational Education Programs?
YES

NO

AQIP Action Project Assessment
Plan Annual Report
Assessment Planning Manual
Assessment Plan Handbook
Assessment Plan as part of Institutional Strategic Plan
18. Please indicate in the box below any other methods your institution uses to
document your Student Outcomes Assessment Plan for Occupational Education
Programs

19. Please indicate the extent to which each of the following elements are a component
in your Student Outcomes Assessment Plan for Occupational Education Programs:
Not at all

Limited
Extent

Moderate
Extent

Great
Extent

Clearly stated assessment goals are found in
the plan
Clearly stated learning outcomes are found in
the plan
Measures of student performance are found in
the plan
20. Please indicate the extent to which each of the following is used for data collection
as part of assessing student learning outcomes for Occupational Education Programs:
Not at all

Locally developed standardized tests
State or national standardized tests
Student GPA
Course Grades
Portfolio of student work
Locally developed test of specific abilities
(e.g., critical thinking, communication, or
computation)
Faculty developed course-specific assessment
tests

Limited
Extent

Moderate
Extent

Great
Extent
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21. Please indicate the extent to which each of the following is used or evidenced within
your institution as part of assessing student outcomes for the Occupational Education
Programs:
Not at all

Limited
Extent

Moderate
Extent

Great
Extent

Assessment is part of the institutional culture
A process model (e.g., Plan Do Study
Act/PDSA) is used for planning continuous
improvement
Measurable data (quantitative or qualitative)
are collected and reported
Quality tools (e.g., charts, graphs) are used as
part of the assessment process
Faculty are involved in student outcomes
assessment plan development and
implementation
Results are used to measure effectiveness and
make informed decisions for program
improvement
Assessment is supported with appropriate
resources (e.g., human, technology, funding)
Institution uses comparative data and analysis
with other institutions
22. Please indicate the extent to which your institution provides feedback to each of the
following stakeholders regarding Student Outcomes Assessment results for
Occupational Education Programs:
Not at all

Results are reported to students
Results are reported to faculty
Results are reported to administration
Results are reported to transfer institutions
Results are reported to community
Results are reported to employers

Limited
Extent

Moderate
Extent

Great
Extent
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23. Please indicate the extent to which each of the following outcomes have been
evidenced as a result of your assessment efforts in your Occupational Education
Programs:
Not at all

Limited
Extent

Moderate
Extent

Great
Extent

Improvements in Curriculum
Improvements in Student Learning
Improvements in Teaching Methods
Improvements in Communication of
Assessment efforts
Improved Departmental Relationships
Improved Relationships with External
Stakeholders
24. Please indicate the extent to which you believe the following obstacles are/have been
encountered by your institution in implementing your Student Outcomes Assessment
Plan for Occupational Education Programs:
Lack of data collection
Lack of systems thinking (holistic
organizational thinking
Lack of use of Quality Tools (e.g., charts,
graphs)
Lack of a model for continuous improvement
Lack of support by administration
Lack of support by faculty
Lack of appropriate assessment tools (e.g.,
tests, surveys)
Lack of comparative data
Lack of time to complete assessment plan
Lack of rewards/motivation for following plan
25. Please provide any additional comments regarding assessment of student learning
outcomes for your institution.

26. If you would like a copy of the results summary, please enter your email address.
(This information will not be connected with your survey answers)
Email address:

